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This research was a case study of rumors about witchcraft 
which circulated in Missoula, Montana. The study was 
designed to provide quantitative evidence pertaining to 
several untested assumptions found in the literature on 
rumor about the correlates of rumor belief and transmission. 
It was also designed to expand upon the findings of some 
preliminary research undertaken with respect to, the Missoula 
rumors. The study examined the conditions surrounding the 
emergence of the rumors in the spring of 1974 and their 
survival. Two hypotheses were tested relating to the 
effects of religious belief and immersion in the rumor 
network on rumor belief and transmission. The relationship 
between rumor belief and transmission was also explored, 
and one hypothesis concerning the effect of "inside" 
knowledge on rumor transmission was tested. The study 
also explored some of the changes in the rumors as they 
evolved over time.
The study was based upon quantitative data obtained from 
questionnaires administered to local high school and 
college students and to non-college adults. Contingency . 
table analysis with appropriate measures of association 
was used to test the hypotheses. Interview and other 
qualitative data were used as descriptive examples of 
the relationships.
It was found that immersion in the rumor network was the 
best predictor of both rumor belief and transmission.
In addition, those who believed the rumors were more 
likely to pass them on to others than were those who did 
not believe them, but it was also found that many non­
believers transmitted the rumors. The study also revealed 
that people who had "inside" knowledge relating to the 
rumors were more likely to transmit them than were those 
who had no such knowledge. The effect of religious belief 
on rumor belief and transmission was shown to be very weak 
and inconsistent. In addition to the findings about the 
correlates of rumor belief and transmission, the study 
demonstrates the feasibility of using survey techniques 
in the study of rumor.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
What follows is a case study of a rumor about 
witchcraft and Satanism in Western Montana. The rumor 
first appeared in Missoula, Montana, during the spring 
of 1974. Although it achieved its widest circulation 
and acceptance in the first few weeks after its 
appearance, the rumor can still be heard occasionally 
even at this writing almost four years later. The 
present study describes the history of this and related 
rumors and explores some of the correlates of belief in 
the rumor and participation in the rumor process.
The History of the Rumor 
In April 1974 a middle-aged woman was murdered 
in her home in Missoula. The woman had been shot five 
times in the back of the head, and her hands and feet 
had been bound with rope. Varying lengths of rope were 
found tied around the bedposts and bathroom fixtures in 
the house. No motive for the slaying was apparent; the 
police did not appear to have any promising leads or 
suspects; and, in its first report of the shooting, the
local newspaper stated that the crime appeared to have 
occurred under "bizarre" circumstances (Missoulian:
April 12, 1974) .
Although these characteristics of the killing 
were disturbing by themselves, local citizens were 
already upset by the prior kidnapping, assault, and 
murder of a five-year-old girl in February of that year. 
The child had been beaten and stabbed and her body 
placed in a culvert east of town. That crime, the first 
homicide in Missoula in over two years, was still 
unsolved. At this writing, over three years later, 
neither the child's nor the woman1s murder has been 
solved.
Perhaps the most unusual feature of these 
slayings, however, was the rumor which emerged about 
them. According to the most prevalent version of the 
rumor, the crimes had been committedl as part of an 
initiation rite for "Satanic high priesthood." To be 
initiated an individual reportedly was required to kill 
three people-— a virgin, a Christian woman, and a 
"betrayer." The five-year-old child and the woman, 
known to be a devout Christian, fit the story well. The 
third victim never materialized, although a woman was 
attacked in her house two weeks after the April murder, 
and many believed that she was to be the third "sacrifice.
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The rumors about the involvement of Satanism, 
or witchcraft (as many chose to call it), in the murders 
first surfaced in the week following the April slaying 
and were applied retroactively to the February case, 
providing a link between the two unsolved crimes which 
was unsubstantiated by the police. The witchcraft theory 
of the murders is interesting in this sense because it 
apparently had no basis in fact whatsoever. Law 
enforcement personnel were aware of the witchcraft 
rumors and investigated them thoroughly. Several aspects 
of the April slaying which were used to support the 
witchcraft explanation turned out to be untrue. For 
example, "devil signs" were supposedly carved into the 
victim's body and an occult symbol painted in blood on 
one wall of the house. Some said that a book had been 
found near the house which outlined the particular 
Satanic rite used in the commission of the murder. None 
of these claims were true.
The rumors triggered by the deaths of the child 
and the woman were only the first of many unusual tales 
about witchcraft to circulate widely in the Missoula 
area. Today, almost four years later, one can still hear 
an occasional story of witches and Satanists practicing 
their "art" in the community. Supposedly, witches gather 
on the night of the full moon in a valley named Pattee
4
Canyon just outside of town. Some say they sacrifice 
animals during their ceremonies, and a few even claim 
that humans are their targets.
Rumors have also circulated about women who have 
encountered "human chains" stretched across lonely 
roads late at night. Many believe that the purpose of 
the chains is to capture women for sacrifice to evil 
spirits.
However bizarre the rumors may sound, their 
truth or falsehood is not the primary concern of this 
research. Rumors are not "true" or "false"— they are 
simply unverified bits of information. Sociologically, 
the task is to explain how and why they develop and 
circulate in the absence of verified "facts."
The Research Problem 
Rumor is generally viewed as an attempt by a 
group of concerned individuals to construct a meaningful 
definition of a problematic situation (Shibutani, 1966). 
Rosnow and Fine (1976) . note that most rumors emerge, 
have a period of prominence, and then either decline or 
are transformed into part of the popular belief structure. 
In line with these stages, the problem for research is 
conceptualized as threefold:
1. To examine the conditions surrounding the 
murders which facilitated the formation of an interested
5
public and the emergence of the rumors about witchcraft. 
This.includes an examination of the conditions leading 
to the selection of witchcraft as a viable explanation, 
rather than any of several other explanations which 
might have accounted for the crimes in the absence of 
any factual information.
2. To describe and explain the rumor's period 
of prominence. Specifically, this entails: (a) the 
testing of hypotheses concerning factors which influenced 
belief in the rumors; (b) an inquiry into factors
which influenced the active participation by members of 
the public in the circulation of the rumors; and (c) an 
examination of the relationship between belief and 
participation.
3. To explore the rumors' evolution over time. 
This entails an examination of other local witchcraft 
rumors which appeared to develop and circulate in the 
wake of the murder rumors. These . "secondary" witchcraft 
stories may still be heard on occasion today.
CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Each of the three theoretical interests outlined 
in the above-stated research problem— i . e . , the 
emergence, period of prominence, and transformation of 
the rumor— will here be addressed in light of ideas 
offered in the literature on rumor. Following this 
review, the results of other research on the Missoula 
witchcraft rumors will be presented.
The Emergence of a Rumor:
Conditions and Processes
It is generally agreed by students of rumor 
that at least two conditions are essential to the 
emergence of a rumor (Allport and Postman, 1947;
Chorus, 1953; Rosnow and Fine, 1976; Shibutani, 1966):
(1) The subject or event must be important to a group of 
people, and (2) the circumstances or evidence pertaining 
to that subject or event must be ambiguous to this group. 
Allport and Postman (1947; 1958) have expressed their 
propositions in a simple formula: R —  i x a. This states
that "the amount of rumor (R) in circulation will vary 
with the importance (i) of the subject to the individuals
7
concerned times the ambiguity (a) of evidence pertaining 
to the topic at issue" (1947:33-34). If either importance 
or ambiguity is absent (i.e., is zero), no rumor will 
develop. Rumors circulate then because they explain 
problematic situations and relieve the tension of 
uncertainty.
Other literature on these characteristics of 
the rumor setting has offered some insight into the 
conditions giving rise to ambiguous, problematic 
situations. According to Shibutani (1966) , the essential 
ingredient of ambiguity is that the demand for news is 
greater than the supply from the institutional channels. 
When a discrepancy exists between the information needed 
to come to terms with a changed or changing environment 
and what is provided by formal news channels, rumor 
emerges to fill the gap (1966:62).
The lack of news coming through formal channels 
can be created in several ways. The news desired may 
not be of the sort expected from these channels, or 
the institutional channels may be discredited; e.g., if 
censorship is expected (Shibutani, 1966:58-59). The 
situation may also have created a demand for explanations 
which are simply not available because they have never 
before been needed (Turner and Killian, 1972:31). News, 
if not altogether absent, may be sketchy or conflicting.
8
Individuals who are highly aroused by the nature of the 
situation may also be unable or unwilling to accept the 
facts put forth by the news (Allport and Postman,
1947:33). Whatever the reason, when the information 
essential for removing the ambiguity from a situation is 
not readily available, the situation becomes problematic, 
and rumors are likely to emerge to fill the gaps.
The variables of importance and ambiguity in 
rumor-inducing situations are difficult to measure 
empirically. However, these conditions have been 
successfully reproduced in experimental settings. For 
example, in an experiment conducted in a girls' school 
Schachter and Burdick (1955) varied the ambiguity and 
importance of a contrived event. Based on their analysis 
of the resulting rumors, they assert that under conditions 
of widespread ambiguity, "there is far more transmission 
of a planted rumor and far more speculation involving 
new rumors when the issue is important than when it is 
relatively unimportant" (1955:371). Furthermore, in 
the absence of ambiguity subjects who heard the planted 
rumor tended to transmit it less frequently than those 
who heard the rumor in an ambiguous context. This study 
demonstrates the function of ambiguity and importance 
in the emergence of a rumor.
Given the above considerations about a rumor- 
producing situation, it is almost a truism to state that 
a "public" must exist for the rumors to emerge and 
circulate. Shibutani (1966) defines a rumor public as 
a group of people who are aware of a situation, feel 
that it is important, perceive its ambiguity, and are 
emotionally involved enough to concern themselves with 
the problem of defining it. The value of this concept 
lies in its function of pointing out that rumors 
circulate within definable groups of people rather than 
simply at random.
Not only must a public exist for a rumor to 
emerge, but the individuals who comprise this group must 
be in direct or indirect contact with one another. Allport 
and Postman (1947:183) assert that rumor travels 
primarily in friendship circles, but Turner and Killian 
(1972:31) add that "strangers who know little about each 
other, except that they share an interest in the 
ambiguous situation, interact and become part of an 
emergent collectivity." What seems to be an important 
determinant of who will talk to whom about what is the 
degree to which the public is "excited" or anxious about 
the situation (Shibutani, 1966). If the unsatisfied 
demand for news is moderate and this "collective excite- 
ment" is mild, rumors are constructed through auxiliary
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channels ("the grapevine"), and friendship ties are the 
primary source of information. However, if the 
unsatisfied demand for news is high and the emotions of 
the group intense, rumor is constructed through 
spontaneously formed channels, and the "man on the 
street" is fair game for the receiving or the relaying 
of information (Shibutani, 1966:127-128).
The extent of a rumor's circulation, then, 
appears to be affected to some degree by the individual 
dispositions of the rumor listeners. Chorus (1953) argues 
that the Allport and Postman formula, R~- i x a, is 
incomplete because its operation is weakened under 
certain conditions relating to these individuals' disposi­
tions; e.g., when the rumor hearer is a highly anxious 
individual or when a person in the rumor chain knows the 
rumor law. To allow the formula to operate under all 
conditions, Chorus suggests the addition of a third 
multiplicative factor, 1/c, to account for the individual 
decision of the rumor listener to pass or not to pass 
the story on to others. The c stands for the "critical 
sense" of the individual and refers not only to the 
listener's volitional disposition to make a decision 
after careful consideration but also to his persipacity. 
in proportion to the individual listener's critical 
sense, Chorus states, the operation of the factors of
11
ambiguity and importance will be weakened. That is, if 
c is greater than 1, a supposed general average, the 
rumor's circulation will be proportionately narrower 
or, perhaps, stopped altogether.
In an experimental study conducted in a high 
school, Anthony (1973) addressed the rumor transmission 
in relation to the anxiety of the group exposed to the
rumor. After first measuring the chronic anxiety level
/of members of several school-related clubs on the basis 
of their scores on Taylor's Manifest Anxiety Scale 
(MAS), Anthony selected for study clubs whose membership 
consisted of either highly anxious or less anxious 
individuals. While holding the ambiguity and importance 
of the subject matter constant, she then proceeded to 
plant a rumor with one member of each group. Her 
findings indicate that groups composed of highly anxious 
persons tend to transmit a rumor with greater alacrity 
than groups composed of less anxious persons.
A final prerequisite of the emergence of a rumor 
is that the content, i.e., the explanation offered, must 
be a plausible definition of the situation. Shibutani 
(1966:177) likens the creation of the "story" to the 
process of natural selection. Various definitions of 
the situation initially compete with one another for 
acceptance. Selection occurs as ideas are picked out
and tested for "fit." If an idea is implausible or 
does not "fit" the "known facts" as seen by members of 
the public, the story is discarded. The process continues 
until a consensus of attitudes and beliefs has been 
attained.
The manner in which a story's plausibility may 
be "tested" in this process varies. The determining 
factor in the testing process appears to be the extent to 
which the concerned group has retained its "critical 
ability." Like Chorus' (1953) notion of "critical sense," 
critical ability refers to a disposition to weigh the 
pros and cons of a situation. However, whereas critical 
ability pertains to judgments a group makes about a 
rumor's plausibility, Chorus' critical sense refers to 
decisions an individual makes about whether or not to 
transmit the rumor, regardless of its plausibility^. :_____
Shibutani (1966) asserts that critical ability 
is based upon the ego involvement of the concerned 
group; that is, what kind of "stake" the group members 
have in the accuracy of the definition. Simply stated, 
where ego involvement is high, critical ability is 
enhanced, and reports are examined carefully for the 
adequacy of the sources and the plausibility of the 
content. The new definitions are most likely to be 
consistent with previously held beliefs in this situation.
Critical ability is also likely to be retained where 
collective excitement is moderate and informal controls 
over information exchange have been retained. Where ego 
involvement is low, however, rumors may.emerge for
amusement or mere speculation, expressive remarks are
' •« ’ •more acceptable, and critical ability is lowered 
(Shibutani, 1966), Furthermore, Rosnow and Fine 
(1976:60) suggest that the wish to be in harmony with 
others may lead individuals to believe and transmit 
stories which otherwise would be immediately rejected. 
Shibutani (1966) notes that critical ability may also 
be reduced if collective excitement is intense. In 
this case, suggestibility increases and the prevailing 
mood replaces plausibility as the basis for the 
selection of an acceptable explanation.
The Rumor's Period of Prominence:
Plausibility and Circulation
Given that an ambiguous, important event is 
likely to produce rumors which offer possible explana­
tions for the situation, several authors have indicated 
that there are also factors which tend to enhance the 
rumor's plausibility during its circulation. Allport 
and Postman (1947; 1958) address the issue of the 
change or "distortion" of rumor content which tends to 
make the story more believable. They conducted a
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laboratory experiment on serial transmission in which 
subjects were requested to accurately report to a 
second subject as many details of a given picture as 
they could remember. The second subject was then to 
transmit the report which he had been given to a third 
subject and so on down the line. From the results of 
this study, Allport and Postman delineated three major 
processes involved in the transmission of the reports:
(1) leveling, where the accounts become more concise and 
easily told; (2) sharpening, where a limited number of 
details are selected and accentuated; and (3) assimilation, 
where a powerful attractive force is exerted upon the 
report by the habits, interests, and sentiments existing 
in the listener's mind (1958:58-61). In other words, 
the reports become simpler and more consistent with 
prevailing beliefs as they develop.
Peterson and Gist (1951), however, noted the 
development of many variations on a basic theme, as well 
as the emergence of subsidiary rumors, when they studied 
the rumors following the murder of a fifteen-year-old 
girl. The different findings were not surprising when 
one considers that Allport and Postman's subjects were 
asked to repeat details they heard as accurately as 
possible. Furthermore, discussion and speculation 
between reporter and listener was not allowed in Allport
15
and Postman's study, a condition which certainly does 
not exist in "real life." Nevertheless, Peterson and 
Gist note that, while the processes of leveling and 
sharpening were apparently not present in the 
transmission of the rumors, Allport and Postman were 
essentially correct with respect to assimilation; that 
is, the rumors which Peterson and Gist studied tended to 
be expressions of cultural preconceptions assimilated to 
a central theme (1951:165).
There are other developments during a rumor's 
period of prominence that tend to enhance its plausi­
bility. Gaps in knowledge of an event are supplied by 
the rumor, and the accounts tend to become more credible 
as details are added, motives are assigned, and links 
with other events are made for support. According to 
Shibutani (1966), currency tends to enhance the 
credibility of a rumor; in other words, hearing the same 
report from several sources tends to weaken skepticism. 
Shibutani also notes that when a rumor is widespread, 
"even a fortuitous event quite unconnected with it may 
serve as confirmation," and that "even the most skeptical 
tend to waver . . . when they see everyone else acting 
on the basis of a rumor" (1966:141-142). Furthermore, 
Shibutani notes that where "tests" for plausibility are 
difficult to apply or the results are inconclusive,
16.
"serviceable" ideas-— or those which can at least be 
accepted as possibilities— tend to be retained and 
become accepted by common consent. Allport and Postman 
(1947:39) add that "if a story gives a fanciful 
interpretation of reality that conforms to our secret 
lives, we tend to believe and transmit it."
The plausibility of a given rumor is thought 
to be necessary for the rumor's continued circulation. 
However, given the post factum nature of most rumor 
research, plausibility is difficult to measure 
objectively. A researcher entering the scene long after 
a rumor has died down may have trouble getting his 
respondents to assess the rumor's plausibility when 
they first heard it because their assessments will 
undoubtedly be influenced by other events in the rumor 
process (e.g., whether they participated in the process 
themselves). Consequently, students of rumor 
transmission have tended to argue tautologically that 
if a rumor circulates, it must be plausible; and if it 
does not circulate, it must be implausible. Although 
the writer is unaware of any studies where plausibility 
has been measured directly, at least one study has 
focused on the correlates of belief (Allport and Lepkin, 
1954). This may be a more fruitful approach for two 
reasons. First, plausibility is roughly synonymous
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with believability; and, second, belief in a rumor is 
more amenable to after-the-fact examination.
Allport and Lepkin (1945) examined twelve rumors 
which circulated about alleged abuses in various govern­
ment war-related programs, primarily the government- 
sponsored rationing program during World War II. In 
general, the rumors concerned the mass waste of rationed 
items or the special privileges certain individuals or 
groups enjoyed with respect to these items. Allport and 
Lepkin administered questionnaires to a large sample of 
adults for the purpose of determining 1) the number of 
people who had heard the various rumors, 2) the type
♦of people who believed the stories, and 3) the factors 
which influenced belief. The rumors were presented on 
the questionnaire simply as "statements" and were not 
referred to as rumors per se. In addition to asking 
respondents whether or not they had heard the statement 
before, the questionnaire assessed their degree of 
belief in each statement by requesting the respondents 
to check one of four responses which indicated that 
1) they did not believe the statement at all, 2) they 
wondered if it could be true, 3) they believed it to be 
partly true, or 4) they believed the statement to be 
completely true. For the purposes of analysis, Allport 
and Lepkin collapsed responses two through four,
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dichotomizing belief into those who rejected the state­
ment and those who had a tendency to believe it. The 
questionnaire also asked for the respondent's candid 
opinions about various war-time programs and their 
feelings about the contribution to the war effort given 
by various ethnic and religious groups.
Allport and Lepkin found support for the 
hypothesis that a person's hostility, suspicion, or 
cynicism toward something or somebody tends to enhance 
his belief in unfounded statements which discredit that 
object or person. For example, individuals who 
considered the rationing program unfair or unnecessary 
had a greater tendency to believe rumors which alleged 
that rationed items were being flagrantly wasted by the 
army or other groups than did those who approved of 
the program. Allport and Lepkin also noted that people 
who had heard the rumors before were more likely to 
believe them, suggesting that repeated hearing of a 
story does strengthen belief, as Shibutani's (1966) 
"currency effect" would suggest.
Although Allport and Lepkin examined the question 
of belief in rumors, they did not address themselves 
to the question of the rumors' circulation in terms of 
the transmission of the stories by those who had heard 
them. Unfortunately, terms like "rumor transmission"
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and "circulation,” frequently used in the literature, 
fail to make a distinction between belief in a rumor 
and participation in the rumor network, and little 
research has been conducted which attempts to distinguish 
these variables from one another. Research has focused 
on either belief or participation, but not on both. 
Festinger,et al. (1948), for example, undertook an 
examination of a rumor in which an attempt was made to 
empirically identify factors which contributed not only 
to an individual's hearing the rumor but to his trans­
mission of the stories. Although the researchers were 
also interested in factors which influenced belief, the 
study produced only seven people who, even by the most 
lenient criteria, could be classified as "believers.” 
Therefore they were unable to adequately explore the 
issue of belief.
The rumor which Festinger and his colleagues 
studied emerged spontaneously in a neighborhood housing 
project where the researchers were engaged in the 
organization of a community activity center. The gist 
of the story was that the leader of the activities 
committee was a communist and that the move toward 
community organization was, in reality, communist 
instigated. Moves were taken by the researchers to 
refute the stories because the community program, which
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was the immediate concern of the researchers, had been 
effectively halted by the spread of the rumors. After 
several weeks the rumors appeared to have dissipated. 
Approximately six months later, the researchers 
returned to the neighborhood and conducted interviews 
in sixty-six randomly chosen households. The interview 
questions were designed to provide information about 
the number of people who had heard the, rumor, the content 
of the story as it was transmitted, and the factors 
which.affected the transmission of and belief in the 
rumor.
In this study approximately half of the residents 
who heard the rumor indicated that they had passed it 
on to someone else, although Festinger noted that some 
persons who actually transmitted the story may have 
denied doing so since the rumor was known to be false 
at the time of the interviews. In general, Festinger, 
et al., noted that hearing the rumor appeared to be 
affected by three factors: 1) the number and nature of
communication channels in the social structure which 
touched the individual, e.g., the interviewees who 
reported having close friends in the neighborhood 
were more likely to hear the rumors than those with 
acquaintances only; 2) the relevance of the subject 
matter to the hearer which the teller perceived, e.g.,
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those who had children involved in community-sponsored 
activities were more likely to have heard the story than 
those without children; and 3) the involvement of the 
potential hearers themselves in the area related to the 
rumor content, e.g., adults who were directly involved 
in the planning and organization of the activities, were 
more likely to hear the rumor than those who were 
uninvolved.
Festinger and his associates were also interested 
in whether or not the factors which influenced the 
hearing of a rumor affected the telling of the story.
In general, they found that having close friends in the 
community did not enhance the likelihood that an 
individual would transmit the story that he had been 
told, and that individuals who were perceived by others 
as "needing" the information, e.g., those with children, 
did not tend to transmit the rumor significantly more 
frequently than others. However, they did find that 
adults who were involved in the activities themselves 
were far more likely to report the rumor to others 
than were those who were not involved.
From these findings, Festinger and his colleagues 
offer some general conclusions about factors which 
influence participation in the rumor network. With 
respect to hearing rumors, they note that the content
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of rumor designates certain segments of a group as. 
relevant listeners— -in this case, those with children 
involved and/or those who were involved themselves in 
the community activities. Furthermore, the existence 
of close friendship ties tends to open channels of 
communication which facilitates the hearing of a rumor. 
With respect to transmitting rumors, Festinger notes 
that "being in on" an exciting event and, as such,, 
having a certain amount of "inside information" about 
the situation, probably heightens the urge to talk 
about it; i.e., those involved in the activities were 
most likely to transmit the stories.
The Outcome of the Rumor Process:
Decline or Transformation
If armchair theory and tautological reasoning 
seem to outweigh research on the birth and growth of 
rumors, the imbalance is even greater when we turn Our 
attention to the final phase of the rumor process—  
decline of transformation. For example, if a rumor 
dies, most writers assume that it must have lost its 
plausibility, but the semantic sleight of hand only begs 
the question: If the rumor was believable once, what
happened to make it less so?
The loss of plausibility, however, is just one 
way that a rumor is purported to begin its decline.
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Shibutani (1966:139) notes that the construction or 
maintenance of a rumor is terminated when the situation 
in which it emerged is no longer problematic. This may 
occur in several ways. The rumors may be verified or 
refuted by a formal news channel (Shibutani, 1966;
Rosnow and Fine, 1976). However, where the news 
channels are not completely trusted, the rumors may 
still persist in the face of attempts at. refutation.
This is especially true where the rumors appear to 
be more plausible than the official announcement. Rumors 
may simply become irrelevant when the particular emotional 
climate in which they emerged has passed and the rumors 
no longer serve their original purpose of relieving 
the tension which the problematic situation produced.
When consensus about the meaning of a situation has 
been reached or where interest has been moderate, rumors 
may dissipate as interest is drawn to other news events.
In the simplest terms, rumors disappear when the balance 
of supply and demand for news is restored (Shibutani,
1966) .
Both Rosnow and Fine (1965) and Shibutani (1966) 
note that some rumors never really disappear but become 
part of the established popular belief structure. In 
this case, the outcome of the rumor process is a 
period of change for the rumor, rather than a period
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of decline, in which the rumor is transformed into a 
lasting component of the social reality of the believers. 
An example of this is the story which begins as rumor 
but is gradually transformed into a legend. A legend 
may exist in the popular belief structure for years 
after the situation which sparked the original rumor 
has been forgotten.
Omissions in the Study of Rumor 
Although most students of rumor tend to 
conceptualize rumor as a three-part process involving 
the phases of emergence, prominence, and outcome, 
theorists who have addressed themselves to the complete 
rumor process have characteristically based their 
propositions upon "after the fact" field studies 
conducted by other researchers where the theoretically 
important variables have lacked any empirical measure­
ment (Rosnow and Fine, 1976; Shibutani, 1966; Turner 
and Killian, 1972). Other researchers, primarily 
experimentalists, have focused on just one or two 
aspects of the rumor process. For example, Allport 
and Postman's primary concern was distortion in 
transmission; Anthony's focus was upon anxiety; and 
Schachter and Burdick examined ambiguity and importance. 
Other students of rumor have offered case studies of 
"natural" rumors; but, like the experimentalists, these :
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researchers have focused their attention only on 
specific aspects of the rumor process. Peterson and 
Gist, for example, were interested in variations in 
content; Allport and Lepkin examined belief; and 
Festinger, et aj-. investigated participation.
One result of this type of fragmented research 
on the rumor process is that it is unclear how 
theoretically important variables are related to each 
other. For example, although belief in a rumor and 
participation in the rumor network have each been 
examined empirically, they have not been explored in 
relation to each other. It certainly makes intuitive 
sense to suppose that these variables would influence 
one another, but the degree and nature of such a 
relationship has not been addressed in the literature 
on rumor. Further empirical investigation of these 
variables is evidently needed.
An empirical examination of the outcome of the 
rumor process is also needed. Although rumor theorists 
such as Shibutani (1966) have addressed, to some extent, 
the issue of why a rumor begins to decline or is 
transformed into legend, the issue of how such a change 
occurs is essentially untouched. An omission such as 
this in the study of the rumor process leaves many 
questions unanswered.. For example, if the loss of
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plausibility leads to a rumor's decline, how does a 
rumor become implausible; that is, what influences 
changes in belief?
Although existing studies of rumor have many 
weaknesses, they do offer some insights into the witch­
craft rumor that emerged following the murders in 
Missoula. We turn now to the only existing study of 
this rumor.
Witchcraft in Missoula:
Some Preliminary Observations
Balch (1975) engaged in a preliminary examination 
of the Missoula witchcraft rumors in which he attempted 
to account for the emergence of the original murder 
rumors and to explain why rumors about witchcraft and 
Satanism have continued to appear so long after the 
crimes. In this endeavor he used data from questionnaires 
which were administered to local high school and college 
students about a year after the murders, as well as 
information collected in loosely structured interviews 
with local religious and civic leaders, law enforcement 
personnel, school teachers and administrators, newspaper 
reporters, and several local individuals involved in 
various occult activities. Because of the "soft" 
nature of his data, his conclusions were only intended 
to be suggestive.
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With respect to the emergence of the rumors, 
Balch observed that the Missoula community was shocked 
and bewildered by the occurrence of the two murders.
For example, he noted that, although no one kept track, 
the sheriff estimated that "several hundred" calls were 
received by his office about the crimes, and local 
women's groups requested firearms training from the 
police. Furthermore, store owners reported a marked 
increase in the sale of guns and locks, and a reward 
fund for information leading to the arrest and.convic­
tion of the killer(s) was established. Balch also 
stated that there was even some talk of vigilante 
action. In view of the intense public reaction to the 
crimes and the lack of either suspect or motive for the 
murders, Balch suggested that the slayings were indeed 
important, ambiguous events in the Missoula community.
Balch also observed that Missoula high school 
students were perhaps the most "enterprising" of the 
storytellers, possessing the largest collection of 
rumors. Although the basic rumor stated that three 
people— a virgin, a Christian woman, and a "betrayer"— ■ 
were to be sacrificed as part of the Satanic initiation 
rite, high school students were able to add a number of 
variations to this basic theme. For example, the 
character of the three victims frequently varied in
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the stories reported by students; i.e., a young girl, a 
Christian woman, and an atheist; a virgin, a priest's 
wife, and a prostitute; a young girl, a middle-aged 
woman, and an elderly woman. Other versions which 
Balch collected suggested more than three victims; i.e., 
a man, a woman, a teenager, and a child; one person from 
every religion in the world; four females, one in each 
direction from the center of town. Furthermore, Balch 
noted that high school students were also the subject 
of some of the stories; e.g., the murderer was reputed 
to be a high school student.
Balch also enumerated some of the competing 
explanations for the murders which emerged in conjunc­
tion with the witchcraft rumor. For example, it was 
rumored that the sheriff's son, who coincidentally 
committed suicide shortly after the April slaying, 
might have been involved. But the various competing 
explanations did not survive for long. Basing his 
propositions on his perception of the social climate 
of Missoula at the time of the murders, Balch delineated 
at least three possible factors which may have 
contributed to the emergence and survival of the 
witchcraft explanation:
1. A student at one of the local high schools 
had been talking to his classmates about his involvement
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in a local "cult" which was involved in some way with 
the murders, and the police subsequently saw fit to 
question the boy about the crimes. (He was cleared of 
all involvement.)
2. In years prior to the killings, there 
seems to have been an awakening of interest in the 
occult across the nation. Balch pointed to the stir 
caused by the movie The Exorcist and the popularity of 
movies and books like Rosemary1s Baby and Anton LeVey's 
Satanic Bible.
3. A great deal of publicity had been given to 
similar kinds of murders in the nation which were 
reputedly "Satanic" in motivation. The most notorious, 
of course, was the infamous Charlie Manson gang's 
slaying of a movie starlet and her guests.
In addition to whatever effect the social climate 
may have had on the emergence and survival of the witch­
craft rumor, Balch noted that the witchcraft explanation 
was also able to conveniently account for several 
unexplained aspects of the April murder. The most 
widely cited of these unexplained aspects was the ropes 
tied around the fixtures in the victim's home. The 
rumors themselves supplied other unusual aspects— such 
as the symbols in blood on the wall and the carvings
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on the body— which were used to bolster the witchcraft 
argument.
With respect to the rumor's period of prominence,. 
Balch suggested some interesting situational factors 
which appear to have influenced the plausibility of 
these rumors. In addition to the suggestion that the 
social climate of Missoula may have enhanced the 
credibility of the stories, belief in these rumors also 
appeared to have been influenced by at least two other 
factors: 1) the individual's degree of religious
fundamentalism, and 2) the individual's immersion in the 
rumor network (i.e., Shibutani's "currency effect").
Balch postulated that belief in fundamentalist religious 
principles (e.g., the literal existence of Satan and 
a literal interpretation of the Bible) and belief in 
witches and demonic forces seem to go hand in hand. He 
also concluded that being surrounded by people who are 
talking about and believing in the practices of local 
witches tends to weaken skepticism.
Finally, Balch noted that rumors about witchcraft 
proliferated in Missoula even after talk of the murders 
had died down, and a variety of rumors about the 
practices of local witches had been offered as explana­
tions of several unrelated events since that time. For 
example, the deaths of two local teenagers in Pattee
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Canyon, attributed officially to exposure and the 
ingestion of wood alcohol, were very quickly rumored 
to be the work of the local witches. These deaths 
occurred over a year after the unsolved slayings and 
emergence of the original murder rumors. Stories such 
as this are still evident in the community today. In 
view of this, Balch argued that rumors are not just 
"crazy stories" which emerge, circulate, dissipate, and 
look ridiculous in.retrospect. Rather, they are part 
of an ongoing process of creating, maintaining, and 
modifying social reality (1975:3).
The preliminary investigation of the Missoula 
witchcraft stories conducted by Balch provided a general 
overview of the nature of the social climate and the 
conditions surrounding the emergence of these rumors 
and their credibility, circulation, and maintenance up 
to the time of his research. This research and the 
literature on rumor have suggested some specific 
hypotheses and raised some provocative questions about 
Missoula's witchcraft rumors that will be discussed 
in the following chapter.
CHAPTER III
QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES
The primary focus of this research is upon the 
rumors which emerged immediately following the 1974 
murders. The research also briefly addresses the 
"secondary" rumors which emerged after the murder rumors 
and which have continued to circulate up to the present 
time. Using data collected about all the above rumors, 
the study 1) tests four hypotheses derived from the works 
reviewed, and 2) investigates some relatively unexplored 
areas in the study of rumor. Therefore, elements of 
theory-testing and of theory-building are involved. 
Specifically, the following issues are addressed.
Emergence of the Rumors 
The preliminary analysis of the Missoula rumors 
(Balch, 1975) offered some tentative propositions with 
respect to elements present in Missoula's social and 
cultural milieu before the rumor began to circulate 
which may have facilitated the emergence and survival 
of witchcraft as a viable explanation of the murders.
In order to offer a more complete description of the 
conditions surrounding the emergence of these rumors,
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additional descriptive data are presented to fill a few 
remaining gaps in the account provided by Balch. 
Specifically, information is provided which elaborates 
his discussion of the roles played in the emergence of 
the rumor by the high school student who boasted of his 
involvement in an occult group and by the media coverage 
of other events in the nation attributed to witchcraft. 
Data are also presented which describe the nature of the 
public reaction to the murders and the extent of the 
rumor's circulation.
Prominence of the Rumors
Durings its period of prominence, a rumor
achieves its widest circulation and presumably, its
greatest acceptance. Shibutani, among others, argues
that participation in the rumor network and belief in
the rumor's content are a function of plausibility.
While his argument makes intuitive sense,: it is
tautological unless one can identify empirically the
correlates of participation and belief which make the
rumor plausible to participants in the rumor network.
Balch (1975) suggested two testable hypotheses pertaining
to correlates of belief in the rumors:
The more "fundamental" a person's religious 
beliefs, the more likely she/he is to believe 
the rumors about witchcraft.
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The more immersed an individual is in the 
rumor network, the more likely she/he is to 
believe the rumors.
As noted in the previous chapter, the literature /
fails to make an adequate distinction between belief in
a rumor and participation in the rumor network. While
many writers imply a strong positive correlation between
belief and participation, these variables are conceptually,
and possibly empirically, distinct. For example, some
rumors may circulate even though few people believe
them--perhaps because they make good cocktail party
conversation or because members of the rumor public are
withholding judgment in the face of equally plausible
competing explanations. Therefore, the following
question demands investigation:
What is the relationship between participation 
in the rumor process and belief in the stories 
one passes on to others?'
In view of the lack of distinction between 
belief and participation, it is also important to 
determine 1) whether or not the correlates of participa­
tion are the same as the correlates of belief; and 2) 
other then belief, what factors enhance the likelihood 
that an individual will transmit the stories which she/ 
he hears.
With respect to number two above, Festinger and 
his colleagues (1948) note that people who are "in on"
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an exciting event have a greater urge to talk about it 
than those who are more removed from the event. In the 
present study, the persons who were more clearly "in on" 
the events were those who knew the victims or their 
families and/or those who lived in the immediate vicinity 
of the victims' homes. Unfortunately, no data are 
available about these persons. The next closest group 
to these events, however, was those persons who knew 
someone who claimed to be involved in witchcraft and/or 
those who believed that they, themselves, had some 
special knowledge about local witchcraft or the murders. 
Data concerning these individuals' participation in the 
rumor network are available; therefore, the testing of 
at least one hypothesis derived from Festinger, et al. 
(1948) concerning the correlates of participation is 
possible:
i
Individuals who knew someone who claimed to be a 
witch or who believed that they knew something 
about local witchcraft or the murders are more 
■ likely to have transmitted the witchcraft rumors 
than those who were removed from these events—
i.e., those whose information was all "second­
hand ."
Outcome of the Rumor Process 
If a rumor attains its widest circulation and 
greatest acceptance during its period of prominence, it 
follows that a period of decreasing circulation and
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diminishing acceptance would signal its decline. However, 
Balch's (1975) examination of the Missoula witchcraft 
rumors indicated that the stories did not just disappear 
but that new rumors about witchcraft began to appear 
even after the original murder rumors were decreasing 
in prominence. The emergence of a new set of rumors 
about witchcraft rather than the eventual disappearance 
of all such stories provides a unique opportunity to 
explore the ongoing process of rumor formation.
While it would be worthwhile to conduct a 
systematic quantitative analysis of changes in the rumor 
process over time (e.g., in terms of the correlates of 
belief and participation), unambiguous data pertaining 
to these changes are not available. Nevertheless, 
there are qualitative descriptive data which offer 
considerable insight into the evolution of the witch­
craft rumors during the first two years after the 
murders.
Both Shibutani (1966) and Rosnow and Fine (1976) 
note that some rumors never really disappear; rather, 
they become part of the established popular belief 
structure. Balch (1975) observed that, in the case of 
the Missoula witchcraft rumors, their transformation 
into elements of the popular belief structure appeared 
to be taking place. If this is indeed the. case, an
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attempt may be made to detail some of the ways in which 
these rumors have become incorporated into the everyday 
social reality of Missoulians. In the process of 
examining this transformation, hypotheses may emerge 
and provide worthwhile topics for further research.
The data used in the present study are both 
quantitative and qualitative. All of the quantitative 
data and a large part of the qualitative data were 
collected in connection with the preliminary study 
described above (Balch, 1975). The data collection 
began in the fall of 1974 with exploratory telephone 
interviewing done as a class project by students enrolled 
in a sociology class at the University of Montana. 
Interviewees were selected from the Registrar's list of 
all students enrolled that quarter. The purpose of this 
initial interviewing was to determine the nature and 
scope of the rumors circulating that previous spring.
Based on the results of these interviews and 
the theoretical framework proposed by Shibutani (1966), 
a questionnaire was developed which dealt with the 
content and circulation of the rumors and with certain 
personal characteristics of the respondents (see 
Appendix A ) . The analysis of the quantitative data from 
these questionnaires is the primary tool of this 
research.
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Because the rumors appeared to have originated 
in one of Missoula's high schools, the questionnaire 
was designed primarily for this population, and it was 
pretested in early 1975 with local high school students.
It was first administered in late March 1975 to 102 
students enrolled in sociology classes at Sentinel High 
School. In early April the questionnaire was administered 
to 117 Hellgate High School students, and in May to 266 
students enrolled in undergraduate sociology classes 
at the University of Montana. At this time, some 
relatively major revisions were made in the questionnaire, 
and in October of 1975 it was mailed to 300 non-college 
adults randomly selected from the Missoula County phone 
directory. About 37 percent of the adults returned 
the questionnaires (n = 112). Although the questionnaire 
was revised between administrations, it averaged 63 
questions. Of the total 597 questionnaires returned by 
the respondents, 25 were not filled out. However, many 
of the respondents returning these incomplete question­
naires offered comments about the study to the 
researchers. Incomplete questionnaires were not used 
in the analysis.
The independent variables included in the study 
can be roughly categorized into four areas:
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1. Social-biographical variables relating 
to age, sex, education, socioeconomic 
status, and so forth.
2. Cognitive variables relating to the 
respondent's knowledge, values, and 
beliefs with respect to both religious 
and "occult" phenomena. These variables 
measure the strength and nature of 
religious convictions and ascertain the 
subject's knowledge of and belief in 
such "occult" phenomena as magic spells, 
fortune-telling, and astrology.
3. Interactional variables relating to the 
social situation surrounding the 
rumors; e.g., the number and kind of 
people talking about the murders and 
passing the rumors on to the respondent, 
and the belief of these persons in the 
rumor's story. These variables also 
include the times at which respondents 
heard various stories.
4. Source variables relating to the source 
of the rumor for the respondent and for 
the respondent's acquaintances; e.g., 
whether they heard the stories from the 
media, from friends or family, from 
strangers, and so forth.
In this study, the primary dependent variables
are:
1. Content variables relating to the nature 
and number of rumors the respondent 
reported having heard.
2. Belief variables relating to the 
respondent's belief in the murder 
rumors.
3. Participation variables relating to the 
respondent's participation in the rumor 
network; i.e., whether or not he heard 
the rumors and to what extent he 
transmitted them to others.
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The statistical analysis of the questionnaire 
data is limited in three respects. The first limitation 
is that the high school and college populations were not ; 
sampled randomly; therefore, it cannot be assumed that 
the sample is representative of the total population of 
Missoula students. Another limitation is the relatively 
low return rate on the mailed questionnaires to non­
college adult respondents (37 percent). The third 
limitation is that the data w e r e 1 collected over a year 
after the murders and first appearance of the rumors. 
Undoubtedly, memory error had been introduced into the 
data by the time lapse. Memory error should serve to 
weaken any existing relationships among the variables, 
providing a conservative test for the hypotheses.
Interviews and other qualitative data are also 
used in this research, although to a lesser extent 
than the quantitative data. In connection with the 
preliminary study previously described (Balch, 1975), 
interviews were conducted with a variety of religious 
and civic leaders, with law enforcement personnel, and 
with several local individuals who were involved in occult 
activities. In addition to gathering data regarding the 
scope and content of the rumors at that time, information 
was sought concerning the interviewees' opinions about 
witchcraft and related phenomena.
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In the course of the present research, additional 
interviews were conducted with law enforcement personnel 
and school teachers and administrators. In addition to 
providing general information about the reactions Of 
Missoula citizens to the murders, these interviews 
offered some insight into the reactions of high school 
students to the youth who boasted of his involvement 
in a "cult." Interviews were also conducted with 
newspaper and TV reporters to determine the scope and 
nature of media coverage of the events which precipitated 
the rumors as well as coverage of the rumors themselves. 
These interviews also elaborated what was known about 
other events, both before and after the Missoula murders, 
which had been attributed to witchcraft. All interviews 
were conducted informally, relying mostly on open-ended 
conversational questions about the interviewee's 
recollection of the original and later rumors and his 
perception of the social climate in which the stories 
emerged.
CHAPTER IV
EMERGENCE OF THE RUMORS
This chapter concerns the first stage of the rumor 
process--the emergence of the rumor about witchcraft in 
relation to the two murders. Following a brief account 
of the method of analysis used in the description of 
this phase of the rumor, the results of the analysis are 
presented and discussed in light of the literature on 
rumor.
It will be recalled that additional interviews 
were conducted during the course of this research for 
the purpose of elaborating the description of this phase 
of the rumor process offered by Balch (1975). These 
qualitative data are supplemented below with descriptive 
statistics obtained from the questionnaire data.
Results
In his preliminary investigation of the Missoula 
witchcraft rumors, Balch (1975) provided a qualitatively 
based description of the social setting from which the 
murder rumors emerged. The critical situational factors 
in the rumors' emergence which Balch delineated were:
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1) that the murders were highly unusual events for the 
Missoula community because they were the first unsolved 
murders in the area in well over two years; 2) that the 
law enforcement agencies had no "leads" in either 
case to direct their efforts to the apprehension of a 
suspect or suspects; and 3) that neither crime appeared 
to have a definable motive. These three factors alone 
suggest that the murders were important, ambiguous 
events for the Missoula community. Balch went on, 
however, to describe in greater detail the nature of 
the public's reaction to the crimes.
The social setting: 
importance and ambiguity
Among the indicators of the importance of the 
events to Missoulians that Balch noted were the large 
number of calls from concerned citizens to law enforce­
ment agencies, the increased sale of guns and locks in 
the area, and the requests of firearms training from 
women's groups. Further investigation during the course 
of the present research revealed additional information 
regarding the importance of the murders to Missoula 
citizens and supported Balch's assertion that these were 
indeed significant local events.
An examination of the local newspaper files 
indicated that the press found local interest in the
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crimes high enough to warrant printing ten stories, most
of them front-page, concerning the kidnapping and murder
of the child'*' and another eleven Stories-— again, mostly
2front-page— about the woman's murder. Interviews with 
local television news personnel revealed that the stories 
were covered extensively on the news programs during the 
months of February to May 1974. The local press, 
television, and radio stations also gave some coverage 
to the establishment of a reward fund for information 
aiding in the arrest of the killer(s) and to the formation 
of a vigilante group to "help" the law enforcement 
officials in their investigations. These actions 
indicate to some extent the degree of public excitement 
and concern about the crimes.
The analysis of the questionnaires provided 
further insight into the nature of the public's reaction 
to the murders. Of the respondents who answered Item One
3on the questionnaire, "Do you remember hearing about
"'"Missoulian, February 7-15, 21, 1974, and 
April 10, 1974.
2Missoulian, April 12-16, 20, 27, May 3,
October 2, 16, 19 74, and February 19, 1975.
3Appendix A contains a composite of the four 
slightly different versions of the questionnaire. Item 
numbers referred to in this and all subsequent chapters 
refer to the numbered items of this appendix.
45
either of these murders?" 80 percent indicated that they
4had heard about both murders (Table 1). An additional 
9 percent had heard of either one or the other. Consid­
ering the wide publicity given to the crimes, however, it 
would have been surprising if fewer citizens had heard
TABLE 1
DISTRIBUTION OF KNOWLEDGE 
ABOUT THE MURDERS
Adjusted 
Frequency 
(Percent)*
Heard of Both Murders 80 (454)
Heard Only of Woman's 4 (20)
Heard Only of Child's 5 (30)
Heard of Neither 11 (64)
TOTAL 100 (568)
*Based upon 568 respondents, 29 respondents 
failed to respond to this question.
about them. Furthermore, widespread public knowledge of 
a crime is not sufficient justification for considering 
it to be a particularly important event locally; one 
hears about various sorts of crimes every day. A better 
indicator of an important event is the nature of the 
public's feelings about that event. Table 2 indicates
4It should be noted that the N's in each table 
will vary according to the items being discussed. Not 
all respondents answered all questions on the questionnaire.
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that, of those who responded to the question, "How would 
you describe your feelings when you first heard about 
the murders?" a mere 3 percent reported that they were 
"not very upset one way or another." Thirty percent, 
however, reported that they were frightened and 44 
percent indicated anger, strong emotions which suggest 
the impact of the murders on local citizens.
TABLE 2
RESPONDENTS' FEELINGS 
ABOUT THE MURDERS 
(N = 508)*
Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
Nervous 20 (102)
Frightened 30 (153)
Angry 44 (223)
Worried 24 (120)
Puzzled 70 (358)
Saddened 46 (235)
Not Upset 3 (17)
Other 7 (37)
*This is a multiple choice item where 
respondents are allowed to check more 
than one response; eighty-nine 
respondents failed to answer this 
question.
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Furthermore, as Balch noted, Missoulians also took 
precautions for their own safety following the killings.
Of those who answered Question 4, "Did you take any 
special precautions because of the murders?" 24 percent 
reported that they had. A typical remark regarding the 
type of precautions taken was added by a college student 
who had checked "no": "But I live at home and my mother
did. She started locking the doors at all times during 
the day and made my brothers and me carry house keys.
She also bought a small hand gun to protect herself."
While the above data suggest that the murders 
were important events in Missoula, the questionnaire 
responses also provide some insight into the ambiguity 
of the situation. When respondents were asked if they 
believed that the police had told the public everything 
they knew about the crimes, only 5 percent indicated 
that they had complete faith in the police reports 
(Table 3). Seventy-six percent reported their disbelief 
in this formal news source, with an additional 11 percent 
unsure what to believe. Additional evidence of the 
situation's ambiguity is apparent when recalling the 
reactions to the murders presented in Table 2. It can 
be seen that 70 percent of the respondents reported 
that, among their other emotions, they were puzzled by 
the murders. Furthermore, Table 4 shows that the
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TABLE 3
RESPONDENTS' FAITH 
IN POLICE REPORTS
Police Did Not Tell All 
Not Sure What to Believe 
Police Told All 
Don't Remember What They Said 
TOTAL
Adjusted 
Frequency 
(Percent)*
76
11
5
8
(292)
(44)
(19)
(30)
100 (385)
'Based on number responding; 212 did not respond.
response, "puzzled— how could anyone do something like 
that?" was the most frequently given response when 
respondents were asked to check the one word or phrase 
which best described their principal reaction to the 
murders.
TABLE 4
RESPONDENTS' PRIMARY FEELING 
ABOUD THE MURDER
Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
Nervous 3 (17)
Frightened 13 (66)
Worried 7 (37)
Puzzled 40 (201)
Angry 18 (90)
Saddened 12 (59)
Not Upset 4 (18)
Other 3 (13)
TOTAL 100 (501)
*Based on total responding; 96 did not respond.
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These data indicate that there were elements of 
both importance and ambiguity surrounding the murders of 
the little girl and the woman. It is not surprising, 
then, that the murders were a relatively widespread 
topic of conversation among Missoulians as people 
speculated about the "facts" which were missing, or not 
believed, in the official reports of the crimes. Table 5 
demonstrates the interest of the local citizenry in the 
crimes.
TABLE 5
NUMBER OF FRIENDS 
TALKING ABOUT THE MURDERS
Adjusted 
Frequency 
(Percent)*
No One 9 (34)
Hardly Anyone 6 (23)
A Few, Not Many 26 (101)
A Lot, Not Everyone 33 (126)
Practically Everyone 26 (101)
TOTAL 100 (385)
*Based on total responding; 212 did not respond.
When asked, "Approximately how many people in 
your circle of friends were talking about the murders?" 
about 50 percent of the respondents to this question 
checked "a lot of people but not everyone1' or "practically 
everyone I know." Only 9 percent indicated that "no one"
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in their circle of friends was talking about the 
crimes.
Dimensions of the 
witchcraft rumor
Given the problematic situation with which the 
Missoula community was faced following the two slayings, 
the emergence of a rumor which provided missing explana­
tions is not particularly peculiar. Balch (1975) noted 
that the most prevalent version of the rumor attributed 
the crimes to a person who was required, as part of a 
Satanic initiation rite, to kill three people. Of those 
who answered the question regarding what they had heard 
about the involvement of witchcraft in the murders, 13 
percent reported some version of the "three-victim"
story and 16 percent reported that the killings were
5part of an initiation ceremony.
Although these do not appear to be particularly 
large percentages, it should be noted that this question 
was open-ended, allowing for a large variety of responses. 
Nevertheless, the "three-victim" story and the initiation 
version were the two most frequently offered themes.
5For a list of the frequencies and percents of 
themes contained in the reported stories, see Table 30, 
Appendix B.
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Examples of these themes are seen in the following 
questionnaire excerpts.
One non-college adult reported simply that
"Mrs. X was one of three required killings— she was the
religious killing,, the other two types were 1) innocent,
2) a betrayer." A college student added a few details
about the killer and his motives:
I heard that the occult was involved in the 
murders and that the young person who did the 
killing was supposed to kill a child before he 
reached the age of 18 and after that he was 
supposed to kill a religious person. Mrs. X 
was the wife of a preacher and the suspect had 
just turned 18 a few weeks after the killings.
The questionnaire revealed many variations of the 
basic theme that the murders were part of a Satanic 
initiation ceremony. The three victims, for example, 
often varied in their character; and reports which 
included elaborations on the basic theme were common.
For example, one high school student responded that she 
had heard that " there were knots in the ropes [which 
bound Mrs. x) and this was done by devil worshippers 
because to become one, you have to kill three people and 
tie knots in the rope which shows the sign of the devil 
worshipper." Another reported that ". . . Mrs. X had 
not only been shot but her body had been quartered 
with a knife (that was supposed to be a special Satanic 
ritual)." Questionnaire responses provided fifteen
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classifiable themes included in the accounts, excluding
the variations reported in the character of the three
victims. The mean number of themes reported was 1.8.
The rumors about witchcraft playing a role in
the two slayings had a rather large audience. When
asked whether or not they had heard that witchcraft was
involved, 60 percent of the respondents replied that they 
6had. Furthermore, 34 percent of those respondents who
did not live in Missoula in the spring of 1974 had heard
the murder rumors, indicating that the rumor persisted
7for some time after the murders. Feelings about the 
murder and faith in the police reports tended to be 
related to whether or not an individual heard the rumors. 
Table 6 indicates that people who were puzzled or 
emotionally upset by the crimes were more apt to have 
heard the rumor than those who were hot upset by the 
crimes. Likewise, people who did not believe the police 
reports of the crimes were slightly more apt to have
^Although respondents who had not heard about 
the murders should not have been able to answer this 
question, most respondents answered it anyway. Perhaps, 
because of the time lag between the murders and the 
data collection, many respondents did not recall the 
murders until the questions about witchcraft refreshed 
their memories.
7See Table 31, Appendix B.
TABLE 6
PERCENT HEARING. RUMORS BY 
SELECTED MEASURES OF IMPORTANCE AND AMBIGUITY .
Primary Feeling About Murder Faith in Police*
Worried
Nervous
Frightened Puzzled
Sad
or
Angry
Not
Upset Yes
Not
Sure NO
Heard the Rumor: 69 66 65 50 74 72 89
(81) (130) (95) (9) (14) (31) (256)
*NOTE: Respondents who indicated that they had not heard the rumors
- were technically not supposed to answer this question; however, fifty such 
respondents did reply— undoubtedly because they had heard of the murders 
(although perhaps not the rumors) and wished to express their dissatisfaction 
with or faith in the police reports. This accounts for all the given 
percentages being higher than the 60 percent of the population who.heard 
the rumors.
U1u>
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heard the rumors. This tends to support the assumption 
that the importance and/or ambiguity of the situation 
enhances the likelihood that an individual will actively1 
seek explanations.
The rumors about the murders appeared to have 
traveled most widely in friendship circles. Respondents 
were asked where they had heard the stories (Item 10) 
and were requested to check all applicable sources. 
Responses to this item reveal that the most frequently 
checked source (54 percent) was "close friend" (Table 7).
TABLE 7
SOURCE OF THE RUMOR FOR 
THOSE WHO REPORTED HAVING HEARD IT
Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
Radio 17 (58)
Television 16 (53)
Newspaper 37 (125)
Teacher/Counsellor** 9 (30)
Close Friend 54 (182)
Classmate/Acquaintance 46 (156)
Stranger 10 (35)
Family Member 29 (99)
Other 8 (26)
*NOTE: This is a multiple choice item where
respondents are allowed to check more than one 
response.
**High school and college respondents only.
55
Classmates or acquaintances were also a common source 
with 46 percent of the respondents indicating that they 
had heard the stories from these people. The media's 
role in the spread of the rumors is also apparent in 
Table 7. Thirty-seven percent reported that they had 
read something about it in the newspaper, 17 percent 
heard something on the radio, and 16 percent heard the 
rumors reported on the television.
Respondents were also asked how many people had 
told them that witchcraft may have been involved in 
the murders (see Table 8). It should be noted that,
TABLE 8
\
NUMBER OF PEOPLE WHO TOLD RESPONDENT THAT 
WITCHCRAFT WAS INVOLVED IN THE MURDERS
Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
One or Two 31 (105)
Three or Four 28 (94)
Five to Ten 26 (88)
Ten to Twenty 10 (35)
More Than Twenty 5 (15)
TOTAL 100 (337)
X = 2.3
*Based on total responding; 260 did not 
respond.
although the modal response to this item was "one or 
two," 15 percent of the respondents reported that they 
had been told the stories by ten or more people. This 
suggests once again the widespread circulation of the 
rumors as a product of the concern of Missoula citizens 
about the murders.
With respect to the respondent's own role in the 
rumors' circulation, Item 14 asked, "Have you told any 
of your friends that witchcraft may have been involved 
in the murders?" Over 50 percent of those answering this 
question indicated that they had passed the stories on to 
others (Table 9). An additional 15 percent could not
TABLE 9
DISTRIBUTION OF PARTICIPATION 
IN THE RUMOR NETWORK
Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
Passed the Rumors On 51 (167)
Did Not Pass Them On 34 (111)
Do Not Remember 15 (50)
TOTAL 100 (328)
remember whether they had passed the rumors on or not. 
Furthermore, of those who had passed the stories on to 
others, 28 percent of them reported that they had passed
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the rumors on to five or more people (Table 10). As 
seen in Table 10, the modal response to this item was 
"three or four" with about 40 percent checking this 
category.
TABLE 10
EXTENT OF RESPONDENTS' PARTICIPATION
Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
One or Two 32 (54)
Three or Four 40 (67)
Five to Ten 19 (32)
Ten to Twenty 7 (12)
More Than Twenty 2 (2)
TOTAL 100 (167)
It is evident from the above figures that the 
rumors about witchcraft involvement in the murders had 
a relatively wide circulation in the Missoula community.
In view of the rather sensational nature of the rumors, 
this is not surprising. Even if the stories were completely 
implausible to the hearer, they were undoubtedly a 
"catchy" topic for casual conversation and speculation.
What is perhaps more surprising than the extent 
of their circulation is the extent of public belief in 
the stories. Only 8 percent of the respondents indicated 
that they simply did not believe the rumors (Table 11).
Thirty-one percent reported that they believed the witch­
craft explanation for the murders, and another 61 percent 
were skeptical about the truth of the stories but did not 
completely reject them.
TABLE 11 
BELIEF IN THE RUMOR
Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
Yes 31 (102)
Not Sure What to Believe 61 (199)
No __8 (25)
TOTAL 100 (326)
The 102 "believers" were asked why they believed 
the rumors. The distribution of their responses to this 
question (Table 12) suggests that the source of the 
stories may have been an important factor in the rumors' 
plausibility. Thirty-six percent of the believers 
indicated that they accepted the stories because they had 
heard them from a close friend— presumably someone whose 
judgment they respected. Twenty-eight percent of the 
respondents who believed the rumors did so because 
"everybody was talking about it," lending some support 
to the proposition that a rumor's currency enhances its 
plausibility. Table 12 also suggests that "inside
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TABLE 12
RESPONDENTS' STATED REASONS 
TO BELIEVE' THE MURDER RUMOR
Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
I got my information 
from a close friend. 35 (36)
I got my information 
from a teacher.** 8 (7)
I got my information 
from a family member. 16 (16)
Everyone was talking 
about it, so I thought . .  . 28 (29)
I read about it in the 
newspaper. 14 (14)
I know someone who 
claims to be a witch. 26 (26)
Other 40 (41)
*NOTE: This is a multiple choice item where
respondents are allowed to check more than one 
response.
**High school and college respondents only 
(n = 92) .
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knowledge"— that is, knowing someone who claimed to be 
a witch--may enhance a rumor's credibility. The actual 
influence on belief of the rumor's source and the 
respondent's perceived "inside knowledge" would undoubt­
edly be interesting topics to explore more thoroughly. 
Unfortunately, they are beyond the scope of the present 
research. The effect of currency, however, is more 
thoroughly explored in the next chapter.
Why witchcraft? The 
survival of the rumors .
The above data provide a descriptive overview of 
the emergence of the rumors about the 1974 murders but 
do not lend much insight into how the witchcraft explana­
tion managed to survive in the face of competing theories. 
As Balch (1975) pointed out, several different explanations 
for the murders emerged in the immediate aftermath of the 
April slaying. For example, one rumor attributed the 
crimes to followers of the Reverend Sun Myung Moon of the 
Unification Church. Another suggested that the local 
sheriff's son had been involved. The questionnaires also 
revealed some alternative explanations for the murders.
One respondent, when asked what he had heard about the 
murders, replied, "Not witchcraft, but heard it was a
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murder by some sexual maniac— killed Mrs. X by inserting 
a gun in her vagina and firing." Another simply said: 
"Dirty no-good hippies."
Explanations other than those involving witches 
or Satanists did not survive for long, however. Balch 
(19 75) examined the question of "why witchcraft" in some 
detail and offered three possible reasons for the 
emergence and survival Of the witchcraft theory: 1)
there seems to have been a growing interest in the occult 
topics nationwide which may have increased the witchcraft 
rumors1 "marketability" to the public; 2) there had been 
some speculation that other brutal murders in the nation 
had been committed by people who were involved in occult 
activities; and 3) a local high school student who was 
involved in some sort of "cult" had been questioned 
extensively by the police about the murders.
Growing interest in the occult. Balch addressed
the growing interest in occult activities across the 
nation by offering well-documented evidence of such 
interest. For example, such things as the large number 
of books and tabloids on the market which dealt exclusively 
with occult topics and the appearance of college and high 
school courses which addressed occult and/or supernatural 
issues suggested the interest of Americans in these 
subjects. Although a general tendency to be interested
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in the occult may have been important, and even necessary, 
to the emergence and survival of the local witchcraft 
rumors, this certainly was not a sufficient reason for 
their persistence in the face of the competing explana­
tions for the murders.
Publicity to other crimes. Balch's (1975) 
suggestion that publicity given to other murders in the 
nation, apparently occult in motivation, also seems to 
have played a role in the credibility of the local 
stories. Balch specifically mentioned the Charles 
Manson slayings in California in 1969 as an example, but 
further research during the course of the present study 
revealed an example much closer to Missoula geographically 
and temporally and which may have played an even greater 
role in the emergence and survival of the local witch­
craft rumors.
In November of 1973 a young couple from a little 
town in northern Idaho called Rathdrum mysteriously 
disappeared. It was a month before any clues to their 
disappearance were uncovered and, in t h e .interim, specula­
tion ran rampant. As with the Missoula murders, the most 
prominent rumor to circulate concerned the involvement 
of a group of Satanists in the couple's disappearance.
The Spokane Chronicle first published this rumor on
January 5, 1974, and continued to publish stories about
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the alleged cult through February 19 74. The Spokesman 
Review picked up the story and first published it on 
February 24, 1974, with a banner headline on page six.
It should be noted that the Spokesman Review has a 
circulation in Missoula, although not large. However, 
the Spokane television stations also mentioned the 
Satanist rumors in connection.with the couple's disappear­
ance and, in 1974, over 8,000 Missoula households were 
hooked into the TV cable which carries*the Spokane 
television stations.
Of those who replied to the questionnaire item 
asking if they had heard anything about witchcraft from 
people living outside the Missoula area, 33 percent 
reported that they had. Sixty-five percent of these 
respondents went on to relate what they had heard. In 
view of the proximity in space and time to Missoula and 
Missoula's 1974 murders, it was not surprising that the 
Idaho tale emerged on several of the questionnaires.
For example, when asked what she had heard about witch­
craft from non-Missoulians, one high school student 
replied, "There is a little town just outside Spokane. 
Begins with 'R' but I can't remember £the namej. Bones 
have been found from people missing. And there is a 
church with cult worshippers."
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Table 13 lists the various themes running 
through the witchcraft stories heard from nOn-Missoulians. 
It should be noted that the most frequently offered 
classifiable theme concerned various unsolved crimes in 
other parts of the nation which were allegedly committed 
by witches or Satanists. It seems likely, then, that 
other crimes in the nation attributed to witchcraft did 
play a role in enhancing the plausibility of the local 
murder rumor.
Role played by the high school youth. Like the 
effect on the rumors' plausibility of a nationwide 
interest in the occult, the effect of other crimes 
attributed to witchcraft may have been important but not 
necessarily sufficient for the survival of the local 
story. Additional research has indicated that Balch's 
(1975) suggestion that the local high school student who 
bragged of his involvement in the murders may have played, 
a crucial role in both the emergence of the story and 
its survival. In an attempt to uncover exactly what the 
student had said, a sheriff's deputy who was actively 
involved in the murder investigation and who questioned 
the boy was interviewed. According to this deputy, the 
boy had claimed that, as part of a "ritual," he was going 
to have to kill a minister's wife before he reached the
65
TABLE 13
CONTENT OF STORIES HEARD 
FROM NON-MISSOULIANS
Stories about livestock 
being ritualistically 
slain and mutilated
Stories about "human chains" 
across lonely roads for the 
purpose of obtaining "victims"
Various stories about 
unsolved crimes attributed 
to witchcraft
Stories about the witnessing 
of Satanic or witchcraft 
rituals
Stories about or from a 
person claiming to be a 
witch
Other (unclassified) 
witchcraft stories
Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
5 (6)
1 (1)
13 (15)
3 (4)
10 (11)
68 (78)
TOTAL 100 (115)
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age of eighteen. (The second victim was, in fact, the 
wife of a local minister.) Although the boy apparently 
never used such terminology with law enforcement 
personnel, law enforcement officials became aware of his 
claims through reports from the boy's high school class- 
mates and his concerned parents. When questioned about 
the boy's apparent credibility to his classmates, the 
deputy stated that his fellow students appeared to take 
the boy's claims very seriously. For example, high 
school students who were questioned by the police about 
the boy's claims requested that they remain anonymous 
for fear of "retribution." It should be noted, however, 
that this deputy's impressions of the high school 
students' reaction to their fellow student were not a 
result of his own contact with the students. Rather, his 
opinions were based upon the reports given to him by 
other deputies who had done most of the actual inter­
viewing in the high school. A teacher at the boy's 
high school (Sentinel) agreed that the other students 
appeared to accept the boy's story, however. The fact 
that the police took the boy's statements seriously 
enough to question him about the murders may have 
increased the youth's credibility to a certain extent 
for his classmates. It isn't surprising that the rumor 
was more widespread at Sentinel High School— 77 percent
67
of these students had heard the rumor compared to 60 
percent of the total sample (Table 14) .
There is some evidence, then, from the above that 
the high school student's claims of involvement in witch­
craft and the murders may have played an important role 
in enhancing the circulation of the rumors on a local 
level— at least among Sentinel students. It is also not 
unreasonable to suggest that this youth might very well 
have been the original source of the murder rumors—  
the first link in the chain of witchcraft rumors which 
eventually proliferated in the Missoula area and which 
still may be heard on occasion today.
Summary
Examination of the events surrounding the 
emergence of the witchcraft rumors has suggested some 
reasons why the rumors emerged in the first place and 
why witchcraft was chosen to account for the murders 
rather than some other explanation. The Missoula community 
was clearly upset about the murders and interested in 
the apprehension of those responsible. Furthermore, the 
official reports of the crimes from the local police and 
the county sheriff were generally not trusted. The 
resulting situation was indeed problematic and the 
rumors emerged to provide the explanations the public
TABLE 14
DISTRIBUTION OF THE MURDER RUMOR AMONG SENTINEL STUDENTS 
AS COMPARED TO OTHER SUB-SAMPLES AND THE TOTAL SAMPLE
Sentinel Hellgate College Adult Total
Adjusted 
Frequency 
(Percent)*
Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
Adjusted . 
Frequency 
(Percent)
Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
Heard Rumor 77 (73) 63 (72) 56 (138) 53 (55) 60 (338)
Did Not Hear Rumor 23 (22) -37 (43) 44 (110) 47 (49) 40 (224)
TOTAL 100 (95) 100 (115) 100 (248) 100 (104) 100 (562)
*Based on total number responding to question.
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demanded. The discussion of the rumors' circulation and 
plausibility clearly suggests that these rumors enjoyed 
a rather lengthy and lively period of prominence. The 
wide circulation of the rumors is clearly demonstrated 
when one considers that the questionnaires from which 
these data were obtained were administered over a year 
after the crimes and first appearance of the stories; 
nevertheless, a large percentage of the respondents still 
admitted to belief in the stories and to active participa­
tion in their circulation. It should be noted, though, 
that the crimes were (and are) still unsolved and the 
rumors have been successfully disproven.
However, the length of time between the emergence 
of the murder rumors and the data collection makes it 
difficult to draw any definitive conclusions about this 
early phase of the rumor process. A more thorough 
analysis of this stage of the process would necessitate 
an almost immediate entry into the rumor network by 
the researcher, before potential informants had begun 
to forget their original sources, their original reasons 
for believing or rejecting a story, the nature of 
competing rumors which they had heard, and their reasons 
for rejecting these alternative explanations. In a 
spontaneous, naturally-occurring rumor situation, this 
would be difficult to do.
CHAPTER V
PROMINENCE OF THE RUMORS 
Introduction
This chapter is primarily concerned with the 
period in which the rumors about witchcraft in Missoula 
enjoyed their widest circulation and greatest acceptance. 
The variables to be explained in this section include:
1) the respondent's belief in the murder rumors, and
2) his active participation in the rumor network as 
evidenced by his transmission of the stories to others.^
The analysis of the rumor's period of prominence 
is based primarily upon quantitative data obtained from 
the questionnaires. The majority of the variables 
contained in the questionnaire are either nominal or 
ordinal in their level of measurement. In order to
^The specific questionnaire items used to measure 
these variables were: Item 7, "When you first heard that
the murders may have involved witchcraft, did you think 
the story had any truth to it?"; Item 14, "Have you told 
any of your friends that witchcraft may have been 
involved in the murders?"; Item 15, "About how many 
people did you tell?-' (Item numbers refer to those given 
in Appendix A.)
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explore the correlates of belief and participation
contingency table analysis with appropriate measures of
association is used (Davis, 1971; Rosenberg, 1968).
Due to the introduction of memory error into the
data, some of the hypothesized relationships are likely
2to be weak and statistically insignificant. Therefore,
/
what is most important is the emergence of consistent 
and theoretically meaningful patterns of association.
For example, although any single relationship between 
one measure of religious fundamentalism and rumor belief 
may appear inconsequential, a relationship between these 
two variables is suggested if all associations between 
the belief measure and the various fundamentalism 
measures show consistent percentage differences in a 
theoretically meaningful direction. The specific 
questionnaire items used to measure the independent 
variables are discussed below in conjunction with the 
test of each hypothesis.
Qualitative data are used in the analysis of 
this stage of the rumor process primarily as descriptive 
examples of relationships. These data are also used to
2Technically, however, the non-random nature of 
the sample renders test of significance inappropriate 
(see Morrison and Henkel, 1970).
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a lesser extent as an interpretive tool to aid in the 
explanation of relationships.
It is recognized that certain social and bio­
graphical characteristics of the respondents should be 
controlled in the analysis if they are correlated with
the dependent variables. However, none of the primary
3socxal-biographical variables in the present study 
appeared to be sufficiently related to either belief 
in the rumors or participation in the rumor network to 
warrant controlling for their effects (see Table 32, 
Appendix C ) . Therefore, all crosstabulations and 
percentages reported below are based on the total number 
of respondents answering the questions under consideration, 
unless otherwise indicated.
With respect to factors which influenced belief 
in and transmission of the rumors, several hypotheses 
have been offered (Chapter III). Each hypothesis is 
restated below, together with a brief discussion of the 
methods used to test it..
3The social-biographical variables referred to 
include respondent's age, sex, occupation, education, 
and grade point average.
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Christian Fundamentalism and 
Belief in the Rumors
Method
The first hypothesis states that the more 
"fundamental" a person's religious beliefs, the more 
likely the person will be to believe the rumors about 
witchcraft. The independent variable, Christian funda­
mentalism, may be most clearly defined as an adherence 
to a very literal interpretation of the Bible. This 
emphasis on Scripture, and Scripture alone, tends to 
set the "fundamentalists" apart from the other, more 
liberal, Protestant denominations.
Several questionnaire items were selected as
4measures of Christian fundamentalism. Respondent's 
religion was used as a general indicator of fundamentalist 
tendencies. Responses were collapsed into five 
categories: Liberal Protestant, Catholic, Mormon, 
Fundamentalist, and Other. The liberal Protestant 
denominations included Episcopalian, Methodist, Lutheran,
The questionnaire contained many items relating 
to general religious behavior and belief. With the excep­
tion of respondent's religious affiliation, however, only 
those items relating to specific religious beliefs were 
used. Fundamentalists and more liberal denominations 
could reasonably be delineated on these finer points of 
religious doctrine and belief. Items relating to church 
attendance, generalized belief in God and in Satan, self­
assessed strength of belief in God, and self-assessed 
religiosity (Items 49, 50, 52, 51, and 53, respectively) 
were not used because they did not appear to objectively 
measure the nature and depth of religious belief.
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Presbyterian, Congregationalist, Christian Scientist, 
and Unitarian. Fundamentalists included Baptists,
Jehovah's Witnesses, Assembly of God, Evangelical, 
Christian and Missionary Alliance, and various non- 
denominational churches advocating a literal interpreta­
tion of the Bible. The Other category primarily consisted 
of the agnostics and atheists. Catholics and Mormons 
remained separate categories because neither church could 
be considered liberal Protestant or fundamentalist. 
Furthermore, both had relatively large frequencies among 
questionnaire respondents.
Other questionnaire items used as measures of 
fundamentalism concerned very specific religious beliefs. 
Respondents were asked to indicate their feelings about 
these concepts. Four of these items— belief in God,
Jesus, Satan, and the authenticity of Biblical miracles—  
were adapted from Glock and Stark's (1966) orthodoxy scale. 
Responses to these items were collapsed into "fundamen­
talist" and "other" replies.^ Two other measures of
5The following are the questions used and the 
nature of fundamentalist reply:
Item 54: "Which of the following statements comes closest
to expressing what you believe about God?" 
FUNDAMENTAL1ST REPLY: I know God really exists and I have
no doubts about it.
Item 55: "Which of the following statements comes closest
to expressing what you believe about Jesus?" 
FUNDAMENTALIST REPLY: Jesus is the Divine Son of God :
and I have no doubts about it.
fundamentalism were also used. The first item asked 
respondents whether or not they accepted the Biblical 
injunction found in Exodus 22:18 which says, "Thou shalt 
not suffer a witch to live." Since this statement not 
only represents an extreme position with respect to witch­
craft, but is a direct quote from the Bible, it should 
tap a more extreme degree of fundamentalism that Glock 
and Stark's orthodoxy items. The second item concerned 
the importance of the "gift of tongues" to a genuine 
religious experience (i.e., the God-given ability to speak 
in previously unknown foreign languages). Based upon
6some preliminary field work with fundamentalist churches, 
Balch (1975) concluded that members of churches that 
encourage speaking in tongues are more likely to believe 
in the literal existence of Satan and to personify 
spirits and demons than members of other denominations. 
Furthermore, members of these churches were rich sources
Item 52: "Do you believe Satan actually exists?
FUNDAMENTALIST REPLY: Definitely yes.
Item 56: "The Bible tells of many miracles, some credited
to Christ and some to other prophets and 
apostles. Generally speaking, which of the 
following statements comes closest to what you 
believe about Biblical miracles?"
FUNDAMENTALIST REPLY: I believe the miracles actually
happened just as the Bible says they did.
^Sandpoint, Idaho; September, 1975.
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of witchcraft rumors. Responses to these two items were
7also collapsed into "fundamentalist" and "other" replies.
Results
The above measures of Christian fundamentalism 
were crosstabulated with the measure of rumor belief in 
order to test the hypothesis that people with fundamentalist 
religious orientations are more likely to believe witch­
craft rumors than those with more liberal religious 
orientations. The results of these crosstabulations tend
to support this hypothesis, although the support is weak.
8Table 15 presents the percentage of the sample 
who believed the rumors by the various fundamentalism 
measures. It can be seen that 4 2 percent of the respondents 
classified as belonging to a fundamentalist denomination
7The specific questionnaire items used and the 
nature of the fundamentalist reply:
Item 58: "In Exodus 22:18, the Bible says 'Thou shalt
not suffer a witch to live.' How do you feel
about this statement?"
FUNDAMENTALIST REPLY: Agree.
Item 57: "In the book of Acts, the Bible says that the
Apostles were filled with the holy spirit and 
began to speak in new languages. In your 
opinion, how important is the gift of tongues 
for a genuine religious experience?"
FUNDAMENTALIST REPLY: Absolutely essential or
Important, but not essential.
8For complete crbsstabulation table of belief by 
religion, see Table 33, Appendix C. For measures of 
association corresponding to the remainder of the belief 
by fundamentalism items, see Table 35, Appendix C.
TABLE 15
PERCENT BELIEVING MURDER RUMORS BY
MEASURES OF CHRISTIAN FUNDAMENTALISM
Respondent's Religion Concept of God+ Concept of Jesust
Prot. Cath. Morm. Fund. Other Fund. Other Fund. Other
23 33 35 42 29 15 18 20 13
(34) (29) (6) (10) (4) (6) (5) (7) (4)
Concept Concept Speaking TO Suffer
of Miraclest of Satan in Tongues+ a Witcht
Fund. Other Fund. Other Fund. Other Fund. Other
22 8 36 23 39 5 43 15
(9) (2) (46) (35) (9) (2) (3) (6)
+These items appeared only on the questionnaire administered to 
the non-college adult sample. This accounts for the small cell frequencies.
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believed the rumors, compared to only 2 3 percent of 
the liberal Protestant respondents. Furthermore, the 
fundamentalism measures relating to the respondent's 
feelings about Jesus, Biblical miracles, Satan, speaking 
in tongues, and the Biblical quotation all show percentage 
differences in the predicted direction. That is, there is 
a higher percentage of rumor believers among the more 
"fundamental" respondents than among those expressing 
more liberal viewpoints. It should be noted, however, 
that the cell frequencies are very small for these 
measures. As noted in the table, most of the questions 
relating to the specific religious concepts were asked 
only of the non-college adult sample.
The percentage difference seen in Table 15 with 
respect to the respondent's concept of God is not in the 
predicted direction. In relation to the other measures 
of specific religious belief, however, the concept of 
God is perhaps the most independent of a literal Biblical 
interpretation. One need not be a Biblical literalist 
to have no doubt that God exists. That is the basis 
of monotheism.
In spite of the one discrepancy in the findings 
in Table 15, there is some support for the hypothesis 
that fundamentalists are more likely to believe the
witchcraft rumors than those with less fundamentalist 
religious convictions. There is at least one possible 
explanation for this result. Supported by Biblical 
prophecies, one increasingly popular belief among 
fundamentalists is that, as the millennium approaches, 
there will be increasing evidence of Satan's power on 
earth (Lindsey, 1972). Among the signs of the world's 
approaching demise will be a revival of occult practices 
such as astrology, witchcraft, black magic, and fortune- 
telling. That witchcraft should be practiced in Missoula, 
then, is not an implausible idea to the fundamentalist.
It only confirms what he believes the Bible has foretold.
Examples of statements’ made by religiously
fundamental respondents illustrate their concern with
witchcraft and a wide variety of other occult practices.
The following Jehovah's Witness, whose questionnaire was
literally covered with comments about witchcraft and its
potentially harmful effects, had this to say about local
witchcraft:
I have heard from several sources that the 
practice of witchcraft is increasing.everywhere 
and not only in this area. We know by a study 
of the Bible that a great increase in evil has 
taken place, world wide, especially since the 
year 1914. Revelation 12:12 explains why this
is true of our day . . .
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When asked what the word witchcraft meant to him/ he
went on to say:
The wooing of Satan for certain powers and super­
natural manifestations . . . They probably begin 
with a spirit of adventure but the compulsion is 
so subtle that they become deeply involved before 
they realize it. The powers are very real and 
always work toward the negative. . . . (I) would
like to mention one other thing though: all
practicers (sic) of the occult or even dabblers 
should discontinue immediately to save much 
sorrow and their own lives.
One college student, recently converted to a more conserva­
tive religious denomination, had this to say:
I first started attending church this winter/ 
spring, after we had some problems with demons 
. . . and I began to hear that tarot cards were 
dangerous and other such things, and I'd used 
them before, not knowing it. I haven't used 
them since.
The fundamentalist denominations tend to dwell 
to a greater extent on the activities and powers of 
Satan on earth than do the more liberal churches like 
the various liberal Protestant churches and the Catholics. 
One fundamentalist minister who was interviewed during 
the course of the preliminary research gave the 
researcher a flyer listing over 150 Biblical references 
to occult activities and phenomena. "Occult" activities 
and phenomena, according to this flyer, included 
everything from yoga and ESP to witchcraft and denomic 
possession. This was a handout which was available to all
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parishioners for their Bible study. On the other hand, 
a more liberal Protestant minister interviewed simply 
dismissed the whole range of occult activities as 
foolishness indulged in by those with nothing better 
to do.
fundamentalism and occultism
In his study of Missoula's witchcraft rumors, 
Balch (1975) argued that fundamentalists and occultists 
share a similar social reality despite their opposing 
viewpoints. Both of them accept the objective reality 
of disincarnate spirits and demonic forces, although 
their interpretations of these forces varies considerably. 
For example, occultists tend to make fine distinctions 
between black and white magic, while fundamentalists 
tend to view all occult phenomena as manifestations of 
Satan (Lindsey, 1972). However, the fact that both 
fundamentalists and occultists tend to accept the reality 
of black magic suggests that people who believe in the 
occult should also tend to believe in the witchcraft 
rumors.
Support for the concept of the parallel social 
realities of fundamentalists and occultists can be seen
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9m  Tables 16 and 17. Like the fundamentalists, 
respondents who believed in various occult phenomena 
tended to believe the rumors more readily than those 
who were skeptical of such phenomena or rejected them 
completely (Table 16) With the exception of belief
in ESP and belief in UFO's, the relationships are quite 
consistent. Both ESP and UFO's, however, have received 
a certain amount of support from portions of the 
scientific community. This may have removed them some­
what from the realm of truly "occult" phenomena.
Table 17 demonstrates that people who had 
interests in the area of occult phenomena also tended to 
accept the witchcraft rumors more readily than those who 
had no demonstrable interests in these subjects or who 
did not even know what they were. Respondents who were 
acquainted with these activities or books were more 
likely to believe the rumors than those who were not 
interested in the subject area.
9 .For corresponding measures of association, see
Table 36, Appendix C.
^ I t  should be noted that those who were "not sure" 
of their belief in occult phenomena were consistently the 
least likely of all to believe the rumors. This may be 
due in part to the "fence-sitter" tendency: Those who
were willing to state their belief, one way or the other, 
in either the rumors or in an occult phenomenon, did so. 
Those who were more comfortable "on the fence" were 
probably unwilling to state their belief, one way or 
the other, in either the rumors or in the occult items.
TABLE 16
PERCENT BELIEVING MURDER RUMORS BY
MEASURES OF BELIEF IN OCCULT PHENOMENA
Believe Exorcist
Believe in 
Astrology Believe in ESP
Yes
Not
Sure No
Don't Know 
Story Yes
Not
Sure No Yes
Not
Sure NO
45 24 28 33 30 18 28 32 12 32
(37) (23) (33) (5) (62) (6) (3) (94) (2) (6)
Believe in Believe in
Fortune-Telling Believe in UFO's Magic Spells
Not Not Not
Yes Sure No Yes Sure No Yes Sure No.
42 16 29 37 22 43 47 22 25
(42) (5) (55) (178) (8) (18) (100) (11) (44)
TABLE 17
PERCENT BELIEVING MURDER RUMORS BY
MEASURES OF OCCULT FAMILIARITY
Read or See 
Exorcist Read Any Occult Books Ever Used a O.uija Board
Yes No Yes No
D on' t 
Remember Often
Once/
Twice Never Don't Know
35 26 33 30 27 50 27 26 0
(71) (31) (50) (49) (3) (34) (52) (16) (0)
Ever Used Tarot Cards
Know Anyone Who 
Uses Tarot/Ouija
Ever Been 
To a Seance
Often
Once/
Twice Never D o n 't Know Yes
Not
Sure No Yes No
71 29 30 30 37 34 22 43 27
(10) (14) (60) (18) (64) (12) (25) (39) (63)
oo
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Christian fundamentalism, as a correlate of witch­
craft rumor belief, may be viewed as part of a broader 
construct— that is, a predisposition to believe the 
rumors which emerge from the symbolic world of the rumor 
hearer. In view of the emphasis placed upon the reality 
of spirits, witches, and other occult entities by the 
fundamentalist denominations and the corresponding belief 
patterns of occultists who dabble in such activities, it 
is not surprising that these two groups of individuals 
tended to believe the rumors about witchcraft somewhat 
more readily than those who dwell in a more secularly- 
oriented symbolic world in which demons and witches have 
no place. In this sense, then, the relatively consistent 
associations between rumor belief and the measures of 
religious and occult beliefs tend to make sense. These 
predispositions of the respondents apparently made the 
rumors that they heard appear plausible.
Immersion in the Rumoi Network 
and Belief in the Rumors
Method
Christian fundamentalism and belief in occult 
phenomena are not the only factors which may influence 
belief in these tales of local witchcraft. The literature 
has suggested the hypothesis that a rumor's "currency" 
will be directly related to belief. It will be recalled
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that 28 percent of the respondents who believed the
murder rumor reported that they did so because "everyone
was talking about it . . . "  (Table 12). While this
response suggests the importance of immersion in the rumor
network, further analysis is possible using additional
questionnaire data.
In order to examine in more detail the effect
of a rumor’s currency on belief, several questionnaire
items were selected as measures of the respondent’s
immersion in the rumor network. These items asked the
respondent to estimate 1) how many people told him the
rumor, 2) how many of his friends and associates believed
the rumor, and 3) how many different kinds of sources
of the rumor he had been exposed to (e.g., television,
radio, newspaper, close friends, family, e t c . ) ^  Responses
to these items were then crosstabulated with the
12respondent's belief m  the murder rumors.
The specific questionnaire items used were:
Item 12: "Approximately how many people have told you that
the murder may have involved witchcraft?"
Item 9: "About how many of your friends believed that
witchcraft may have been involved in the murders?"
Item 10: "Where did you hear that the murders may have
involved witchcraft? (Check as many sources as 
you can remember.)"
12It will be recalled that belief in the murder 
rumors is measured by responses to the following question: 
"When you first heard that the murders may have involved 
witchcraft, did you think the story had any truth to it?" 
This may not be the best measure of belief for the present
Results
Tables 18 through 20 present the results of the
crosstabulation of rumor belief by the immersion measures.
It is apparent that the hypothesis is supported. There
is a direct relationship between belief in the rumor and
the number of persons who told respondents that the
13murders involved witchcraft.
Table 18 indicates that the more people from 
whom the respondent heard the witchcraft version of the 
murder, the more likely he was to believe these stories. 
While only 25 percent of the respondents who heard the 
tale from one or two people believed it, 57 percent of 
those who heard it from twenty or more sources believed 
the rumor. Furthermore, all respondents hearing the 
story from twenty or more people either believed it or 
were unsure of their feelings. None of these respondents 
rejected the rumor.
hypothesis because the phrase "when you first heard" 
implies belief before the respondent became immersed in 
the rumor network. However, since this is the only 
measure of belief in the murder rumors available, it is 
used in spite of this drawback.
13 . .For the reader's information, gammas pertaining
to the belief-immersion relationships are presented in
Table 37, Appendix C.
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TABLE 18
PERCENT BELIEVING IN THE MURDER RUMORS 
BY NUMBER WHO TOLD RESPONDENT THAT WITCHCRAFT 
WAS INVOLVED IN THE MURDERS
Belief
One or 
Two or Four to Ten Twenty or More
Yes 25 21 40 40 57
(22) (18) (33) (14) (8)
Not Sure 61 74 56 54 43
(54) (64) (46) (19) (6)
No 14 6 4 6 0
(12) (5) (3) (2) (O')
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100
(88) (87) (82) (35) (14)
Table 19 shows a substantial association between
the number of friends who believed the rumors and the
respondent ' s own belief. However, it should be noted
that this association can be interpreted in two ways. 
First, it can be interpreted as support for the hypothesis 
about immersion--that is, involvement in a circle of 
friends who believed the rumor made the story appear more 
plausible to the individual. But it may also be 
interpreted in terms of the respondent's perception of 
his friends' belief. That is, if a respondent believed; 
the rumors himself, he was more likely to perceive those
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TABLE 19
PERCENT BELIEVING IN THE MURDER RUMORS BY
NUMBER OF FRIENDS WHO BELIEVED THE RUMORS
Own Belief
Number of Friends
No One
Hardly
Anyone
Not
Many
A Lot of 
People Everyone
Yes 12 10 23 50 53
(5) (3) (26) (55) (10)
Not Sure 60 77 71 49 42
(24) (24) (80) (55) (8)
No 28 13 6 1 5
(11) (4) (7) (1) (1)
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100
(40) (31) (113) (111) (19)
around him as believing the stories, too, perhaps as a 
means of unconsciously legitimatizing his own belief. 
Nevertheless, this relationship is consistent with the 
immersion hypothesis.
Table 20 indicates that the number of different 
rumors sources is also related to the respondent's 
belief in the stories. Those who heard the stories from 
only one or two sources were less likely to have believed 
the rumors than those who heard the rumors from three 
or more sources.
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TABLE 20
PERCENT BELIEVING IN THE MURDER RUMORS BY 
NUMBER OF SOURCES OF THE RUMOR*
Number of Sources
Belief One or Two Three or More
Yes 27 ,43
(42) (47)
Not Sure 63 56
(98) (61)
No 10 1
(15) (1)
TOTAL 100 100
(155) (109)
*The number of different kinds of sources 
included here are radioy television, newspaper, 
teacher, close friend, acquaintance (not a close 
friend), stranger, family member, and other.
It can be seen from the above tables that there 
is a correlation between belief in the rumors and 
immersion in the rumor network. Through discussion and 
speculation about any given situation, such as the local 
murders provided, motives may be assigned and missing 
gaps filled in until all participants in the conversation 
have arrived at an acceptable definition of the situation. 
It is not at all surprising that any given individual
would become less skeptical as an increasing number and 
variety of people reported similar and mutually supporting 
versions of a given definition to the individual. For 
example, Balch (1975:29) noted that even his own firmly- 
entrenched skepticism about the truth of the murder rumors 
began to falter as he proceeded with his research and 
heard more and more talk of local witchcraft from a wide 
variety of informants. It appears, then, that immersion 
in a circle of people who are talking about a given rumor 
or rumors will eventually function to lessen the 
skepticism of even the most doubting individual.
Rumor Belief and Transmission 
Having examined two hypotheses relating to the 
correlates of rumor belief, attention is now directed to 
an examination of the correlates of rumor transmission.
The first task here is to examine the relationship 
between belief in the rumors and passing them on to 
others. The literature on rumor has suggested that there 
is a positive correlation between belief and transmission. 
The hypothesis suggested is that if one believes the 
stories he hears, one is more likely to pass them on to 
others than if one does not believe them. An examination 
of the relationships between rumor belief, transmission, 
and extent of transmission reveals that this is indeed 
the case.
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Tables 21 and 22 present the crosstabulations 
of belief in the murder rumors and the corresponding 
measures of participation'and extent of participation 
in the rumor network. From an examination of the cell 
percentages, it can be seen that murder rumor believers 
are more likely to pass the stories on than either the
TABLE 21
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS 
BY BELIEF IN THE MURDER RUMORS
Rumor Transmission
Rumor Belief
Yes Not Sure No
Passed Stories On 83 52 33
(75) (83) (7)
Did Not Pass 17 48 67
Stories On (15) (78) (14)
TOTAL 100 100 100
(90) (161) (21)
skeptics or non-believers. Furthermore, believers tend
to pass the stories on to more people than do the
14skeptics and non-believers. However, it should be 
14For the reader's information, gammas pertaining 
to Tables 21 and 22 may be examined in Table 37,
Appendix C.
9 3
noted that the tables also show that belief is not a 
necessary condition for rumor transmission. There were 
many respondents who rejected the rumors completely, but 
nevertheless, passed them on to others.
TABLE 22
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS ACCORDING 
TO THE EXTENT OF TRANSMISSION 
BY BELIEF IN THE RUMORS
Extent of Transmission
Rumor Belief
Yes Not Sure No
One or Two 24 39 25 
(17) (34) (2)
Three or Four 37 39 75 
(26) (24) (6)
Five to Ten 24 17 0 
(17) (15) (0)
Ten to Twenty 13 3 0 
(9) (3) (0)
Twenty Plus 2 2 0 
(1) (1) (0)
TOTAL 100 100 100 
(70) (87) (8)
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The above results indicate that there is a
relationship between a rumor's plausibility and its
circulation. If no one had believed the stories about
witchcraft in Missoula, it is unlikely that they would
have enjoyed the wide circulation that they did. Fewer
people would have transmitted them and those who did pass
15them on would have passed them on to fewer people.
Rumor Transmission and "Inside" Knowledge
Method
One hypothesis with respect to the correlates 
of rumor transmission has been offered. This hypothesis 
states that individuals who perceive themselves to be "in 
on" the events relating to the rumors' emergence will be 
more likely to transmit the rumors than will those who 
are more removed from the rumor-precipitating situation.
Those who knew someone who claimed to be a witch 
and/or those who believed that they themselves had some 
sort of "inside information" about either local witchcraft
15Although the relationships between the extent of 
rumor transmission and the various independent variables 
discussed below are of some theoretical interest, these 
relationships are not considered to be crucial to the 
present examination of the correlates of rumor trahsmission. 
As such, they are not included in the following discussion. 
For the reader's information, the extent of transmission 
tables which correspond to the following transmission 
tables may be reviewed in Appendix. D.
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or the crimes are the closest group of individuals to 
the precipitating events for which data are available. 
According to the hypothesis, these individuals would be 
more likely to pass the witchcraft rumors on to others 
than would those who had never known anyone who practiced 
witchcraft-or did not consider themselves to have any 
special inside information. The questionnaire provides 
two measures of a respondent's "closeness" to the events 
surrounding the emergence and prominence of the witch­
craft rumors. One of these asked respondents whether or 
not they knew someone who claimed to practice witchcraft. 
The other measure assessed whether or not the respondent
had any "first-hand" knowledge about local witchcraft
17or about the crimes. For example, one respondent who
indicated such knowledge made this remark:
I don't believe it is a rumor (about the 
murders), I know it is true. I have personally 
talked with one of the cops who investigated 
the . . . case. I also know that the Police 
Department quickly and quietly 'closed' the 
case.
"^The specific questionnaire item used was Item 
43: "Do you know anyone who claims to practice witchcraft?"
17 'This second measure was a variable created
during the questionnaire coding process. Coders were 
instructed to enter a code at the end of the questionnaire 
which indicated whether or not the respondent had noted, 
in his marginal remarks to the researchers or in unsolic­
ited responses to the questions, that he had some kind of 
"first-hand" knowledge about local witchcraft or about the 
crimes.
Results
Table 2 3 presents data which clearly support the
hypothesis that those who were "in on" the rumor-
precipitating events were more likely to transmit the
stories than were those who were more removed from the 
18situation. Seventy-five percent of those who knew 
someone who claimed to be a witch transmitted the rumors, 
compared to only 58 percent of those who did not know a 
witch. Furthermore, 77 percent of the respondents with 
first-hand knowledge about local witchcraft or of the 
1974 murders transmitted the rumors, compared to 57 
percent of those with no such knowledge.
TABLE 23
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS 
BY MEASURES OF "INSIDE" KNOWLEDGE
Knew a Witch First-Hand Knowledge
Yes No Yes No
75 58 77 57
(57) (94) (33) (131)
There is evidence then to support the hypothesis 
that people "in the know" are more likely to actively
18For complete crosstabulation tables and 
co-rresponding measures of association, see Tables 38 and 
39, Appendix C.
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participate in the rumor network than those who are 
more removed from the precipitating events or who have 
no information about the situation other than what the 
rumors have supplied. While the data presented above 
are certainly enlightening, a better test of this 
hypothesis might have been possible if data concerning 
the rumor participation of those who were indeed closest 
to the precipitating events— i.e., friends of the 
victims' families or close neighbors— had been available. 
It makes intuitive sense to assume that those who believe 
that they have information pertaining to a rumor's 
content will be eager to share that information with 
others. For example, they might find themselves in a 
position of relative prestige with their peers if they 
are able to impart first-hand knowledge which aids in 
the definition of a problematic situation. It appears 
that a test of this hypothesis which more precisely 
pinpoints those individuals who were "in on" the rumor- 
precipitating events is desirable.
Other Correlates of Rumor Transmission 
The next issue to be examined with respect to the 
correlates of rumor transmission is whether or not the 
correlates of participation in the rumor network are the 
same as those of belief. Returning once again to the
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hypotheses offered and examined with respect to belief, 
it can be seen that there are two areas which merit 
examination with respect to participation: Christian
fundamentalism and immersion in the rumor network.
Christian fundamentalism 
and rumor transmission
It was previously seen that there is a weak 
relationship between Christian fundamentalism and rumor 
belief. It is of some interest then to determine whether 
or not there is a relationship between fundamentalism and 
rumor transmission. If, indeed, witchcraft and other 
occult phenomena are topics meriting concern among 
fundamentalists, one would expect it to be a relatively 
common topic of conversation within fundamentalist
circles. However, this is not necessarily the case.
19Table 24 reveals that five out of seven 
measures of fundamentalism are virtually unrelated to 
participation. There is no difference between fundamen­
talists and the more liberal Protestants in their rumor 
transmission behavior. Furthermore, the percentage 
differences between the "fundamentalist" and "other" 
categories of the specific religious beliefs are negligible.
19For the reader's information, the complete cross­
tabulation of rumor transmission by respondent's religion 
is shown in Table 34, Appendix C. Gammas pertaining to 
the more specific religious concepts are given in 
Table 35, Appendix C.
TABLE 24
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS BY
MEASURES OF CHRISTIAN FUNDAMENTALISM
Respondent 's Religion Concept of God+ Concept of Jesus+
Prot. Cath. Morm. Fund. Other Fund. Other Fund. Other
50 58 73 50 54 60 61 55 . 53
(68) (43) (11) (12) (6) (12) (28) (11) (24)
Concept 
of Miraclest
Concept 
of Satan+
Speaking 
in Tongues*
To Suffer 
a Witch+
Fund. Other Fund. Other Fund. Other Fund. Other
65 59 42 39 50 27 25 9
(13) (26) (8) (17) (10) (12) (4) (3)
+These items appeared only on the questionnaires administered to the 
non-college adult sample. This accounts for the small cell frequencies.
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Belief in the importance of speaking in tongues for a 
genuine religious experience and in tolerance of the 
practice of witchcraft are the only predictors of rumor 
transmission among these measures. Unfortunately, the 
small cell frequencies found in this table make the 
results somewhat inconclusive. Nevertheless, there does 
not appear to be a relationship between Christian 
fundamentalism and rumor transmission.
There is at least one possible explanation for 
the lack of relationship between fundamentalism and 
transmission. In view of the fear with which many 
conservative Christians seem to view witchcraft and a 
wide variety of other occult phenomena, it really is not 
surprising that these individuals would be somewhat 
unlikely to engage in casual conversation about such 
diabolical activities as the rumors concerned. During 
the course of the preliminary research, Balch (1975) 
repeatedly found it difficult to interview local 
fundamentalists. These persons were so reluctant to 
talk about anything concerning witchcraft that one woman 
whom Balch attempted to interview actually reported him 
to the police as a "suspicious character" (1975). Viewed 
in this light, the lack of relationship between religious 
predispositions and rumor transmission makes sense.
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Transmission and occult predispositions. To 
elaborate the discussion of predispositions and rumor 
transmission, the relationship between transmission and 
"occult" predispositions was examined in line with the 
discussion of these beliefs and interests pertaining to 
rumor belief. Tables 25 and 26 show the percent distribu­
tion of rumor transmitters by belief in various occult
20phenomena and by interest m  such subjects. These 
data reveal a slight tendency for those who believe and 
are interested in various types of occult phenomena to 
transmit the witchcraft rumors more readily than those 
without such interests or beliefs. The patterns of 
rumor transmission are not quite clear with respect to 
occult beliefs (Table 25) as they are in relation to 
occult interests, however (Table 26). For example, there 
are relatively more rumor transmitters among the 
respondents who did not believe in UFO phenomena 
(69 percent) than among those who did (62 percent). It 
will be recalled that a similar reversal in predicted 
direction was seen with respect to rumor belief. It was 
suggested that this might be due to the support that UFO 
phenomena have received from portions of the scientific
20 . •For the reader's information, gammas pertaining
to the crosstabulations of transmission by the "occult"
items are presented in Table 36, Appendix C.
TABLE 25
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS
BY MEASURES OF BELIEF IN OCCULT PHENOMENA
Believe Exorcist Believe in Astrology Believe in ESP
Yes Not Sure No
Don11 Know 
Story Yes Not Sure No Yes Not Sure No
70 63 51 71 64 65 51 64 57 58
(51) (47) (55) (10) (18) (91) (56) (72) (84) (11)
<
Believe in 
Fortune-Telling Believe in UFO's
Believe in 
Magic Spells
Yes Not Sure No Yes Not Sure No Yes Not Sure No
62 64 57 62 63 69 67 70 53
(8) (66) (93) (42) (71) (33) (20) (64) (83) 102
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community. This support tends to remove the phenomena 
from the realm of the strictly "occult."
Table 26 presents relatively consistent patterns 
of rumor transmission among those who are interested in 
and familiar with various occult activities. This is not 
surprising when one considers that people do like to talk 
about topics which interest them. If one is interested 
in a variety of occult subjects, then it would seem 
natural to talk about rumors of local witchcraft with 
one's associates.
It is evident then that while fundamentalist 
predispositions do not appear to influence rumor trans­
mission, occult predispositions do. This may be due in 
part to the nature of the beliefs involved. Most 
fundamentalists take their beliefs about witchcraft and 
other occult practices very seriously, even to the point 
of actual fear. The seriousness with which they regard 
these matters may be reflected in their reluctance to 
treat the subject as a topic for light, "gossipy" 
conversation. On the other hand, most people who are 
casually interested, or even claim to believe, in occult 
phenomena such as astrology, magic spells, and fortune- 
telling, tend to treat the phenomena much more lightly. 
Without the burden of the subject's evil overtones, these 
individuals would probably find the local witchcraft
TABLE 26
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS
BY MEASURES OF OCCULT FAMILIARITY
Read or See 
Exorcist Read Any Occult Books Ever Used a Quija Board
Yes NO Yes No Don't Remember Often
Once/
Twice Never Don't Know
69 45 68 53 56 67 64 41 75
(120) (47) (86) (76) (5) (39) (101) (23) (3)
Ever Used Tarot Cards
Know Anyone Who 
Uses Tarot/Ouija
Ever 
To a
Been
Seance
Often
Once/
Twice Never D on't Know Yes Not Sure No Yes No
71 56 60 60 69 56 48 72 56
(10) (24) (100) (33) (100) (18) (46) (57) (109)
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rumors to be particularly entertaining topics for casual 
conversation. When viewed in this way, the relation­
ships seen in the above tables are understandable.
Immersion in the rumor network 
and rumor transmission
In addition to whatever effect certain pre­
dispositions may have on belief in witchcraft rumors and 
their transmission, immersion in a group of people who 
were talking about the rumors also appears to enhance 
belief. Therefore, the relationship between the rumors' 
currency and participation in the rumor network is explored. 
The measures of immersion in the rumor network used are 
the same as those used in relation to rumor belief.
When examining the relationship between rumor 
transmission and immersion in the rumor network, belief 
in the rumors is controlled. Rosenberg (1968:39-40) states 
that controlling for the effects of extraneous variables 
is warranted when the control variable (in the present 
case, rumor belief) has been shown to be related to
both the dependent variable and the independent variables
21under consideration. It has been seen that there are 
21While it might have been desirable to control 
on belief when examining transmission and "inside" know­
ledge, this was not possible due to small frequencies in 
the zero-order relationships. (A control on belief caused 
cells to "dry up," making results uninterpretable.) A : 
control on belief in the examination of the fundamentalism
associations between belief and transmission and between
belief and immersion in the rumor network; therefore, the
22control on belief is indicated.
In the following crosstabulation tables, zero- 
order, partial, and conditional gammas are presented. 
These measures of association are given to aid in the 
discussion of the relationships by providing a simple, 
clearcut method of assessing the sometimes confusing 
partial tables.
Tables 27 and 28 below reveal that, without 
exception, immersion in a circle of people who are 
talking about and believing rumors of local witchcraft 
enhances the likelihood that an individual will pass the 
stories he hears on to others. Furthermore, an examina­
tion of the partial gammas compared to the zero-order 
gammas reveals that in no case does belief in the
transmission relationship was not warranted due to the 
weak relationship between belief and fundamentalism. 
Furthermore, small frequencies would have rendered results 
uninterpretable.
22 In order to avoid reducing expected cell 
frequencies to the point where the results become 
uninterpretable, rumor belief is collapsed into two 
categories for the purpose of control on the relationships 
believers— or those who checked "yes" on the belief 
measure; and non-believers— those who checked "not sure 
what to believe" or "no." This collapsing yields a more 
acceptable division of frequencies on the control variable
TABLE 27
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS 
BY NUMBER OF PEOPLE WHO TOLD RESPONDENT WITCHCRAFT WAS 
INVOLVED IN THE MURDERS, CONTROLLED ON BELIEF
Did Not Believe the Rumors Believed the Rumors
Number of People Number of People
Participation 1-2 3-4 5-10 10-20 20+ 1-2 3-4 5-10 10-20 20+
Transmitted Rumors 24 56 70 78 83 75 75 86 100 100
(13) (29) (28) (14) (5) (15) (12) (24) (13) (8)
Did Not Transmit 76 44 30 2 2 17 25 5 4 0 0
Rumors (42) (23) (12) (4) (1) (5) (4) (4) (0) (0)
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
(55) (52) (40) (18) (6) (20) (16) (28) (13) (8)
Conditional Gamma = -.59 
Zero-Order Gamma = -.58
Conditional Gamma = -.53 
Partial Gamma = -.58
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rumors explain the relationship between immersion and 
23participation.
Table 27 indicates that the greater the number of 
people who told the respondent that witchcraft was 
involved in the murders, the more likely the respondent 
was to have transmitted the murder rumors to others.
This finding applies both to those who believed these 
rumors and to those who did not, as the conditional 
gammas of -.53 and -.59 clearly reveal. Furthermore, an 
examination of the cell percentages reveals that there 
is an element of additivity present between rumor belief 
and this immersion measure. The cumulative effect of 
belief and immersion on transmission is most readily 
apparent when one compares the extremes. Only 24 percent 
of those who did not believe the rumors and who heard 
the stories from only one or two people passed the rumors 
on. However, 100 percent of the rumor believers who 
heard the stories from ten or more people passed them on.
Table 28 indicates that the more people the 
respondent knew who believed the rumors, the more likely 
he was to pass the tales on, regardless of his own belief. 
The zero-order and partial gammas both indicate strong
23For the reader's information, zero-order tables 
are presented in Appendix C, Tables 40 through 42.
TABLE 2 8
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS 
BY NUMBER OF FRIENDS WHO BELIEVED THE RUMORS, 
CONTROLLED ON RESPONDENT'S BELIEF
Did Not Believe the Rumors Believed the Rumors
Number of Friends Believing Number of Friends Believing
Participation
No
One
Very
Few
Not
Many
A Lot of 
People Everyone
No
One
Very
Few
Not
Many
A Lot of 
People Everyone
Transmitted 
the Rumor
12
(3)
20
(5)
51
(36)
80
(37)
86
(6)
60
(3)
100
(3)
74
(17)
8 8 
(43)
100
(9)
Did Not 
Transmit 
the Rumor
88
(23)
80
(20)
49
(34)
20
(9)
14
(1)
40
(2)
0
(0)
26
(6)
12
(6)
0
(0)
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
(26) (25) (70) (46) (7)' (5) (3) (23) (40) (9)
Conditional Gamma = -.72 
Zero-Order Gamma = -.71
Conditional Gamma = -.49 
Partial Gamma = -.70 o
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110
association. Conditional gammas, however, reveal that 
the belief of one's associates was less important to the 
transmission of the stories if one believed the rumors 
oneself than if one were skeptical of the rumors' truth. 
The conditional gamma for the rumor believers, -.49, 
indicates a moderate association between the number of 
friends who believed the rumors and the respondent's 
participation in the rumor network, while the conditional 
gamma of -.72 for the non-believers indicates a very 
strong association between these two variables. Neverthe­
less, an additive pattern is again evident in this table, 
suggesting that the combined effects of rumor belief and 
a high degree of immersion provide a strong incentive 
to pass the stories on to others. Only 12 percent of 
the non-believers with low immersion (i.e., none of 
their friends believed the rumors) transmitted the 
rumors, whereas 100 percent of the believers with high 
immersion ("everyone" else believed the stories) passed 
them on.
The number of different kinds of sources from 
which the respondent heard the murder rumors also had 
an effect on participation in the rumor network. Table 
29 shows that those who heard the rumors from three or 
more sources were more likely to pass the stories on to 
others than were those who heard the stories from just
TABLE 29
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS .
BY NUMBER OF SOURCES OF THE RUMOR, CONTROLLED
ON BELIEF
Did Not Believe the Rumors Believed the Rumors
Number of Sources Number of Sources
Participation 1 or 2 3+ 1 or 2 3+
Transmitted the 
Rumors 47 71 67 95
(44) (34) (26) (38)
Did Not Transmit 53 29 33 5
the Rumors (50) (14) (13) (2)
TOTAL 100 100 100 100
(94) (48) (39) (40)
Conditional Gamma = -.47 Conditional Gamma = -.81
Zero-Order Gamma = -.60 Partial Gamma = -.53
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one or two different kinds of sources. The relationship 
between the number of sources of the rumors and trans­
mission of the rumors is much stronger for those who 
believed the rumors (conditional gamma = -.81 vs. -.47). 
However, even among non-believers, there is still a 
moderate association between the number of different 
sources and participation in the rumor network, indicating 
that belief in the rumors does not entirely explain the 
source-participation relationship. Cell percentages 
again reveal an additive pattern.
The preceding tables indicate that there is a 
relationship between rumor transmission and immersion in 
the rumor network, regardless of belief. However, an 
additive pattern of rumor belief and immersion was also 
present. This suggests that the combined effects of 
belief and immersion in a circle of people who are talking 
about the rumors provides a strong incentive for an 
individual to pass on the rumors.
The effect of immersion on rumor transmission is 
not surprising when one considers the normal pattern of 
information exchange during conversation. For example, 
suppose persons A, B, and C each tell person D a tale of 
local witchcraft. Person D, in turn, tells, B, C, and E 
that he has heard about local witches. It would certainly
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be natural to offer B and C the story originally heard 
from A, since it relates to what B and C have said. If 
one can assume, as the data suggests, that person D's 
skepticism has been reduced by the repeated hearing of 
the rumor, person D might then go to E with the story if 
only to solicit another opinion on its truth. Particularly 
if one had reason to suspect that the tale was true, a 
story as bizarre as the 1974 murder rumor would certainly 
be worth passing on to one's friends.
Summary
An examination of the factors which influence 
belief in the rumor and its transmission to others was 
made. The foregoing discussion has explored some of the 
correlates of belief in and transmission of the rumors 
about witchcraft in Missoula.
The results suggest that there were certain social 
psychological predispositions in some individuals which 
tended to make the rumors plausible to them. In the 
present case, it appeared that persons whose symbolic 
world was populated with spirits, demons, and other occult 
or supernatural phenomena tended to believe the rumors 
of local witchcraft more readily than those whose 
conception of social reality did not allow for such
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phenomena. The evidence, however, was not strong and 
was somewhat inconsistent. Further research is evidently 
needed.
It was also seen that simply being surrounded by 
people who were talking about and believing the witch­
craft rumors appeared to reduce skepticism about their 
truth. An individual, for example, who had heard the 
rumor from teachers, strangers, television news programs, 
and relatives or who had been told about local witches 
from many different friends or acquaintances was very 
unlikely to regard the rumors as nonsense. The simple 
number of sources appeared to make the stories more 
believable.
A substantial association between belief in the 
rumors and passing them on to others was also apparent. 
This association substantiated what has generally been 
an untested assumption in the literature on rumor— i.e., 
that there is a strong positive association between a 
rumor's plausibility and the extent of its circulation.
The data presented also indicated that belief is not 
essential to rumor transmission. A substantial proportion 
of the respondents who rejected the rumors nevertheless 
passed them on to others.
The examination of the correlates of participation 
revealed that there was some tendency for those who
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perceived themselves to be "in the know" about local 
witchcraft to transmit the rumors more readily than those 
who neither knew someone who claimed to be a witch nor 
felt that they had any kind of inside information about 
local witchcraft or the two murders. It was noted, 
however, that the measures of "knowing" in the present 
case might have been better had additional data been 
available.
It was seen that fundamentalist predispositions 
had almost no association with rumor transmission.
However, there appeared to be a slight tendency for 
those with "occult" beliefs and interests to transmit the 
stories more readily than those without such interests 
and beliefs. These results were interpreted as 
indicative of people's tendency to talk about those 
things in which they are interested or in which they 
believe, and to refrain from talking about those things 
which they seriously fear.
The most definitive correlate of participation in 
the rumor network was immersion in the rumor process. 
Regardless of belief in the rumors, respondents who were 
surrounded by people who were talking about the witchcraft 
rumors tended to transmit them more readily than those 
who were not immersed in the rumor network. Further, 
belief in the rumor and measures of immersion had a
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cumulative effect on participation. The effect of 
immersion on participation was interpreted as being, at 
least in part, due to the normal "exchange of information" 
pattern of everyday conversation— that is, person C tells 
person D a story of local witchcraft and person D, who 
has already heard similar tales from A and B, in turn 
tells person C whatever version he may have heard. This 
pattern functions not only to increase the likelihood that 
D will go on to tell E the stories, but functions to 
decrease D's skepticism about their truth, if D was 
skeptical initially.
Although additional research is needed in the 
area of the correlates of belief and transmission, the 
foregoing examination has provided some potentially 
fruitful lines of inquiry. A more thorough analysis of 
the effects of certain predispositions and situational 
variables on rumor belief and transmission might prove 
to be enlightening. For example, is rumor belief 
influenced by the presence of still other beliefs which 
are logically consistent with the rumor's content? In 
view of the effect of the number of sources of the rumor 
on belief and participation, it might also be interesting 
to explore the effects of different kinds of sources on 
rumor belief. For example, are family members and close 
friends more influential than the mass media?
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Having examined some of the correlates of belief 
and participation during the murder rumors' period of 
prominence in Missoula, attention is now turned toward 
a variety of other rumors about local witchcraft. These 
secondary witchcraft rumors emerged in the wake of the 
murder rumors and continue to circulate, although less 
widely, today.
CHAPTER VII
OUTCOME OF THE RUMOR PROCESS
As noted in the literature (Shibutani, 1966;
Rosnow and Fine, 1976), some rumors never really disappear. 
Instead, they are gradually assimilated into the popular 
belief structure. Some rumors may survive for years in 
the form of a legend.
As of this writing, the rumors about witchcraft 
in Missoula still have not disappeared entirely. While 
one hears less and less about the 1974 murders as time 
passes, new rumors about local witchcraft have developed. 
These secondary witchcraft rumors appeared to flourish 
for a year or so and then they also dissipated. But, 
they did not disappear. One can still hear an occasional 
story about Missoula witches today.
The Development of the Secondary Rumors
The new witchcraft rumors which developed in the 
wake of the murder rumors attributed a wide variety of 
activities and events to Missoula's witches. Some of 
the stories were obvious outgrowths of the murder rumors. 
For example, one questionnaire respondent who indicated
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that she had not heard the murder rumors gave an account
of local witchcraft that was very similar.to the most
prevalent version of the murder rumor— i.e., that three
victims were to be selected for sacrifice:
I've heard of sacrifices at Pattee Canyon, of 
animals, and also spring sacrifices of people—  
a baby, young girl, and a married one. I've 
heard of threats on a young preacher in town.
Also I've heard of witches going to school 
here on campus, and practicing— especially 
up Pattee Canyon.
Other rumors did not seem to have any direct relationship
to the murder rumors. For example, one university
student gave a particularly concise report: "I've
heard of some sort of cult in the Hamilton-Lolo area
and some men hanged and skinned." Another respondent
reported a rumor about witches who waylaid motorists,
supposedly for sacrifice:
I have also heard of incidences in which people 
will make a chain across the road to stop people 
in cars. Some people have just hit them and 
supposedly told the police. When the police 
went to investigate they never even found a 
trace of blood.
The above are just two examples of the many
different witchcraft stories which circulated in Missoula.
Other rumors concerned such things as cattle mysteriously
. 1killed m  a "ritualistic" manner, dogs stolen for the
^This particular rumor was even published in the 
local newspaper (Missoulian: June, 1975) .
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purpose of sacrifice, and witches gathering in a local 
park. These rumors gradually became less popular as 
everyday topics of conversation, perhaps because no new, 
dramatic events occurred— such as the 1974 murders— to 
revive and maintain interest.
Rumors and Popular Belief 
Balch (1975) detailed some of the ways in which 
the rumors about witchcraft became incorporated into the 
popular belief structure and, as such, served to explain 
any number of problematic events for Missoulians.
Balch notes that most of the secondary rumors, 
like the original murder rumors, appeared to be triggered 
by unexplained events. For example, one rumor predicted 
that the "cult" responsible for the woman's death would 
strike again one year later. When a young man disappeared 
in the spring of 1975 and was missing for almost two 
weeks, some believed that he was the cult's next victim.
He subsequently returned to Missoula, having taken a 
spur-of-the-moment vacation to California. Missoula's 
witches were also blamed for the 1975 deaths of two 
teenagers found in Pattee Canyon, in spite of official 
reports that the two died of exposure and the ingestion 
of wood alcohol. In these cases and others, the witchcraft
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rumors provided plausible interpretations of anomalous 
events.
The sensitizing effect of rumors
Balch goes on to state, however, that the rumors 
did more than explain anomalous events. The rumors also 
created them. That is, rumors appear to sensitize the 
public to previously unnotable events. As people look 
for confirmation of what they have heard, they tend to 
notice things which probably have always been there.
Until the rumor was heard, however, these things had no 
meaning.
Perhaps the best example of the sensitizing effect 
of rumors is the Seattle windshield pitting epidemic 
(Medalia and Larsert, 1958). A rumor circulated that 
radioactive fallout from atomic bomb testing was damaging 
car windshields all over the city. When people examined 
their windshields, the "evidence" was there. Tiny marks 
could plainly be seen. It soon became evident, however, 
that the "pits" were not due to anything more startling 
than normal wear and tear on the glass caused by driving. 
Medalia and Larsen suggest that, after hearing the radio­
active fallout story, people began to look at their 
windshields for the first time, rather than through them. 
In the process of consciously or unconsciously seeking
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confirmation for the rumor, people began to take note of 
previously unremarkable occurrences. In turn, the rumor 
provided a ready explanation for what they found.
It appears that the Missoula witchcraft rumors 
had a similar sensitizing effect on the public. Following 
the circulation of the murder rumors, people probably 
began to seek "evidence" of local witchcraft. Once sought, 
it was not hard to find. Balch (1975) notes that 
previously trivial events suddenly became proof that 
witches were practicing their diabolical arts in the area. 
For example, several dogs had disappeared around town, 
probably the victims of no more than an ordinary "dog- 
napping" ring. According to one popular theory, however, 
the missing dogs were being used as sacrifices in the 
witches' rituals. Balch relates the story of one woman 
who called the sheriff to report that a dog had been 
"sacrificed" in her neighborhood. Upon investigation, 
it was revealed that a neighbor had merely killed and 
skinned a coyote. It is hard to imagine that a dead 
coyote would have caused such a reaction prior to the 
circulation of the witchcraft rumors.
The sensitizing effect of rumors plays a role in 
their incorporation into the popular belief structure.
When "evidence" to support a rumor is sought, and 
subsequently "found," the rumor becomes quite plausible.
12 3
Once a rumor becomes plausible, it can reasonably be 
drawn upon to explain any number of problematic events.
The process then becomes a mutually reinforcing one. The 
rumor offers an explanation for a puzzling situation and, 
in turn, the situation becomes evidence to support the 
rumor.
The significance of Pattee Canyon
Perhaps the best example of this cycle in the 
present case is the "legend" of Pattee Canyon, an area 
bordering Missoula's southeast boundary. For some reason, 
Pattee Canyon rapidly became, and still remains, the most 
frequently cited locale for the witches' activities. 
Anything happening in Pattee Canyon which appears to be 
"unusual" can easily be explained by the rumor that the 
canyon is where the witches congregate. At the same time, 
the story is reinforced by any curious events which 
happen to take place in this area. The 1975 deaths of 
the two teenagers is just one example.
The rumors surrounding Pattee Canyon have been 
the most persistent witchcraft stories of all. Very 
recently, a newcomer to Missoula approached this writer 
with questions about the witches in Pattee Canyon. Upon 
hearing that he was new to Missoula and living in the 
canyon, a salesperson had regaled him with stories of
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rituals and animal sacrifices taking place in that area.
He was understandably curious about the truth of what he 
had heard.
Frequent references to Pattee Canyon were also
found on the questionnaires. For example, one respondent
offered this account.
I have heard stories about people up in Pattee 
Canyon who have had dummies hanging from trees 
and siqg weird songs and wear dark clothing.
They get in a large circle, 16 of them, and 
three in the middle around the dummy, and sing 
chants and do weird antics.
Another student had this to say: "Pattee Canyon is thought
of as 'where they are.' I know people that have found
'altars' up in the canyon— some guys at the SPE (a
social fraternity) house saw them . . . "
The "altars" mentioned in the above account have 
played a role in many of the Pattee Canyon rumors. There 
are, in fact, two stone structures located in a rather 
isolated, wooded section of the canyon. They are about 
four feet high and each has a fire pit in the top. The 
existence of these structures, or altars as they are 
commonly called, was widely cited as evidence of the 
activities of local witches. Frequently, one heard 
stories of "rituals" being performed at the altars. A 
little investigating, however, revealed the real reason 
for the "altars" existence. A university fraternity
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had built the structures in the 1930's to serve as an 
initiation gimmick. New members were, and apparently 
still are, taken to this site during the annual initiation 
ceremony. It is interesting to speculate about the 
effect that a glimpse of this very secular "ritual" may 
have had on the unsuspecting intruder. Perhaps uninitiated 
local citizens unwittingly witnessed parts of the ceremony 
and, in their telling of what they saw, prompted or 
reinforced some of the Pattee Canyon rumors.
Whatever the case may be, the Pattee Canyon 
"legend" of witches' gatherings is another example of 
how rumors may sensitize the public to, or even create, 
anomalous events. Without the ready explanation provided 
by the witchcraft rumors, it is difficult to imagine a 
group of college students being mistaken for a witches' 
coven, or two raised stone fireplaces being labelled as 
witches' "altars."
While the above discussion of the outcome of 
the rumor process has been mostly speculative and 
anecdotal in nature, two potentially interesting lines 
of inquiry are suggested. When rumors fail to disappear 
completely, an examination of the processes involved in 
their survival is indicated. One process which bears 
investigation is that involved in the integration of 
rumors into the popular belief structure. This could be
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extended to include those rumors which become so firmly 
entrenched in the beliefs of the community that they 
eventually evolve into lasting legends.
The foregoing discussion of the witchcraft rumors 
has suggested that these rumors have indeed become part 
of the popular belief structure in Missoula. This may be 
particularly true with respect to the Pattee Canyon 
stories. The Pattee Canyon "legend" has been called 
upon to explain several problematic events in Missoula 
over the past few years, ranging from the two teenage 
deaths in the canyon to the disappearance of local dogs. 
These events may also have served to reinforce the 
"legend."
The sensitizing effect of rumors also bears 
further investigation. While Medalia and Larsen's (1958) 
study of the Seattle windshield pitting epidemic certainly 
offers some insights into this process, further'support 
could be found. The above discussion of the Missoula 
rumors was able to provide some anecdotal evidence.
Further research, perhaps employing a longitudinal design, 
could undoubtedly provide much more definitive evidence 
as to the nature and scope of the sensitizing effect of 
rumors and to other processes involved in the outcome 
of the rumor process.
CHAPTER VIII
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
Summary of Results 
The foregoing case study of a rumor has examined 
three phases of the rumor process: the emergence of
the rumors,, their period of prominence, and the outcome 
of the rumor process. The study focused upon rumors 
about witchcraft in Missoula, Montana. While these 
rumors initially began as explanations for two unsolved 
murders in the area, their content gradually broadened 
to include a wide range of activities and events 
attributed to local witches. In addition to using quanti­
tative data to test several hypotheses about the rumors' 
period of prominence and to describe the rumors' 
emergence, qualitative data were used in the study to 
suggest possible areas for future investigation. A brief 
summary of the results of the study is presented below.
Emergence of the murder rumors
The rumors about witchcraft first appeared in the 
spring of 1974 following the unsolved murder of a middle- 
aged woman. They were applied retroactively, then, to 
the murder of a five-year-old child two months earlier.:
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Using descriptive data from questionnaires administered 
about a year later to high school and college students 
and to a sample of non-college adults, it was seen that 
these rumors enjoyed a rather wide circulation in the 
Missoula area. Furthermore, questionnaire respondents 
indicated widespread belief in the rumors, and many
respondents reported that they had transmitted the
stories they heard to others.
Reasons for the emergence and survival of the 
witchcraft explanation for the murders, rather than any 
number of other possible explanations, were also explored. 
Three possibilities were suggested. On the national 
level, there seems to have been a growing interest in the 
occult. The witchcraft rumor probably catered to that 
interest. Furthermore, other crimes in the nation had 
been attributed to witchcraft or Satanism in recent 
years. On the local level, a high school student had 
claimed to his classmates that he was involved both in
the practice of witchcraft and In the local murders. It
was suggested that this boy's stories may have played an 
active role in both the emergence and the survival of 
the witchcraft theory of the crimes.
Prominence of the murder rumors
An examination Of the correlates of belief in and 
transmission of the murder rumors was made in order to 
explore the period in which the rumors enjoyed their 
widest circulation and greatest acceptance. Using 
quantitative data obtained from the questionnaires, 
several hypotheses were tested. The first of these, that 
persons with fundamentalist Christian beliefs would be 
more likely to believe rumors of witchcraft than those 
with more liberal religious convictions, received weak 
support. The data suggested, however, that religious 
belief per se might not be the only factor influencing 
rumor belief. Rather, it was suggested that people who 
acknowledge spirits and demons as a part of everyday 
reality— -a perception shared by both fundamentalists and 
occultists— were more likely to believe the witchcraft 
rumors than those whose perception of reality left no 
place for such "supernatural" phenomena. In other words, 
beliefs which were compatible with the rumor's content 
appeared to make the rumor more plausible.
The second hypothesis concerned the influence of 
a rumor's currency on belief. Currency, as measured by 
the respondent's immersion in the "rumor mill," appeared 
to be a much more consistent predictor of rumor belief 
than did religious predispositions. People who were
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surrounded by others who were talking about and believing 
the rumors were more likely to believe the stories than 
were those who were not immersed in the rumor network.
It was also seen that there is a relationship
between belief in the rumors and their transmission. 
Respondents who believed the rumors were more likely to 
pass them on than were those who did not believe the 
stories. An examination of other correlates of rumor 
transmission revealed that those who believed that they 
had some sort of "inside information" about witchcraft or 
the 1975 murders were more likely to transmit the stories 
than were those who had no such information. Perhaps the 
transmission of such information placed the individual 
in a position of relative prestige with his peers since 
he was able to shed some light on a problematic situation.
Respondents who Were highly immersed in the rumor
network also appeared to transmit the rumors more readily 
than those who were not, regardless of their belief in 
the rumors. This was interpreted as being due to the 
normal pattern of information exchange during conversa­
tion. Certainly the individual who was repeatedly told 
stories of local witchcraft would eventually relate 
what he had heard in return.
While religious beliefs did not appear to effect 
the likelihood of rumor transmission, occult belief and
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interest did. It was suggested that these results were 
due to the nature of the beliefs involved. Fundamentalists 
tend to fear witchcraft and other "occult" phenomena, 
perhaps making them reluctant to talk of such matters. 
Occultists, however, are interested in the subject and 
probably enjoy the opportunity of relating a good tale 
about witchcraft to their friends.
Outcome of the rumor process
While no quantitative data were available for 
inclusion in the discussion of the outcome of the rumor 
process, anectodal evidence of the rumors' continued 
existence was provided. It was noted that, while the 
murder rumors eventually died down, new rumors about 
wit,chcraft had developed and persist even today. These 
Secondary rumors appear to have become part of the 
popular belief structure of the Missoula community. The 
Pattee Canyon "legend" was cited as the most persistent 
set of stories of local witchcraft and, as such, an 
example of the rumors' incorporation into community 
beliefs.
The sensitizing effect of rumors on the interpreta­
tion of both unusual and everyday events was also noted. 
Having heard a rumor of local witchcraft, it appeared 
that people tended to draw upon the story to explain
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problematic events. At the same time, however, people 
could use puzzling events, or even ordinarily trivial 
events, as support for the rumors.
Concluding Remarks 
Strengths Of the study
The foregoing study has the strength of being a 
complete case study of a rumor from its emergency through 
its period of prominence to its lasting effects over time. 
While most other case studies of rumor have relied almost 
entirely on qualitative data to support their hypotheses, 
the present study has demonstrated the feasibility of 
using multiple methods to explore rumors.
Perhaps the greatest advantage of using a survey 
technique in the study of rumor is the possibility of 
quantitatively testing hypotheses in a natural environment. 
This both eliminates the artificiality of the laboratory 
setting and avoids the selectivity of purely qualitative 
data. Questionnaire data allow the researcher to 
estimate the scope of the rumor's circulation and 
plausibility. Using the survey data, the present study 
was able to focus on both the correlates of belief in 
the rumor and the correlates of transmission. Other 
studies of rumor have focused on one or the other, 
eliminating the possibility of comparing the correlates
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of belief to the correlates of transmission or of 
empirically examining the belief-transmission relationship.
Weaknesses of the study
The survey employed in the present study, however, 
was limited in some respects. Perhaps the biggest 
limitation was in the "one time only" administration of 
the questionnaire. Without measures of the dependent 
and the independent variables obtained at different 
times.during the rumor process, it was impossible to make 
quantitative assessments of changes in rumor over time.
With both an earlier administration of a question­
naire and a later, follow-up administration, it might 
have been possible to document some of the ways in which 
the rumors were being integrated into the popular belief 
structure.
There were also limitations in the data that were 
gathered. The first was the small number of cases 
available for the analysis of some of the hypothesized 
relationships. Small cell frequencies rendered some 
results inconclusive— e.g., the fundamentalism relation­
ships. The introduction of control variables was also 
problematic; although the use of control variables would 
have been desirable, case attrition would have rendered 
results uninterpretable.
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Another limitation in the data was due to the 
probable' introduction of memory error. Almost a year 
elapsed between the emergence of the witchcraft rumors 
and the administration of the questionnaires. Respondents 
undoubtedly forgot the details of some rumors they had 
heard as well as their sources of the story and the extent 
of their own transmission of the rumors. The non-random 
nature of the sample also limited the generalizability 
of the results.
Suggestions for further research
If social scientists were given a similar 
opportunity to study a rumor in a natural setting, there 
are several gaps in the knowledge about the rumor process 
which would bear investigation. With respect to the 
emergence of the rumors, immediate entry into the rumor 
network by the researcher would increase the chance of 
locating the source Of the rumor and of determining the 
reasons for its emergence and content. It might be 
valuable to obtain a measure of public belief in and 
transmission of the rumor early in the rumor process, 
perhaps using a survey technique. An early measure of 
belief and/or transmission might reduce the effect of 
immersion on these variables and expose underlying 
predispositions for rumor belief and transmission.
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As the rumor spread, additional data could be 
gathered— -again, to examine belief and participation in 
the rumor network. Rather than simply determining the 
number of people to whom an individual transmitted a 
story, or from whom he heard it, it might be interesting 
to determine who these people were. Is it true, for 
example, that rumors travel primarily within friendship 
circles, as the literature suggests (Allport and Postman, 
1947; Festinger, et al. , 1948)? Or, are the kinds of 
sources of the rumor as important to belief as simply the 
number of sources?
Finally, as the rumor begins to decline, the 
processes involved in its dissipation— or, perhaps, in 
its transformation into a popular belief— could be 
examined. If variations of the rumor appeared to 
persist, it would be interesting to question people about 
their beliefs and the "evidence" which they had to support 
their belief. If the rumor appeared to disappear 
completely, perhaps some of the reasons for its 
disappearance could be documented.
Rumor belief and transmission is one area in the 
field of collective behavior which has received only a 
minimal amount of empirical examination. The foregoing 
case study of the rumor process has attempted to partially
136
fill this gap in the knowledge about rumors. Answers to 
the above questions might help to further delineate the 
processes involved in the construction and maintenance 
of rumors.
APPENDIX A 
THE QUESTIONNAIRE
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The following is a composite example of the 
questionnaire used in this research. As previously 
mentioned, revisions were made in the basic document 
between administrations. On the example given here, all 
questions which were asked on any version are listed.
The following notations are used to indicate variations 
between versions:
* = An item or category not included 
on the questionnaire administered 
to Missoula non-college adults.
** = An item or category not included 
on the questionnaire administered 
to Missoula high school students.
*** = An item or category not included 
on the questionnaire administered 
to university students.
Other variations in wording of particular items or 
categories are noted in parentheses on the sample 
questionnaire.-
Also included in this appendix are examples of the 
face sheet which accompanied all high school and college 
questionnaires and the cover letter and follow-up letter 
which were sent to all non-college adult subjects.
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EXAMPLE OF THE COVER LETTER DISTRIBUTED WITH ALL ADULT 
QUESTIONNAIRES:
Fellow Missoulian:
During the last few years the United States appears to have 
experienced a revival of interest in the occult. We are 
interested in learning what you have heard about certain 
occult practices in Missoula, as well as how you feel 
about various supernatural phenomena and religious 
beliefs.
You have been selected to participate in this study along 
with 300 other randomly chosen Missoulians. A modified 
version of the enclosed questionnaire has already been 
administered to students at two of Missoula's high schools 
and the University of Montana. We would appreciate it if 
you would fill out and return the accompanying question^ 
naire as soon as possible. Without your help it will be 
impossible for us to get an accurate picture of the 
feelings of Missoulians.
Our questionnaire includes a few questions about personal 
matters. Although we hope you will complete the entire 
form, please feel free to omit any questions that you 
believe are too sensitive. Even partial information will 
be helpful.
We want to assure you that your answers will be completely 
confidential. No reports will be prepared that identify 
you or any other respondent. The number in the upper 
right-hand corner of the questionnaire will not only allow 
us to determine which questionnaires have been returned, 
but it will also enable us to identify your replies with­
out ever using your name. As a further guarantee of 
confidentiality, the questionnaires themselves will be 
destroyed once the information is transferred to data 
cards for analysis.
If you have any questions about this project, please feel 
free to contact us at the Department of Sociology, 
University of Montana (243-5912). Or, if you like, we 
will be happy to meet with you in your home to discuss our 
project in greater detail. Thanks for your cooperation.
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EXAMPLE OF THE FOLLOW-UP LETTER SENT TO ALL ADULT SUBJECTS:
Fellow Missoulian:
If you haven't already completed the enclosed questionnaire, 
we would still appreciate your help in our study of 
opinions about occult beliefs and practices in Missoula.
We need to learn how you feel about the occult, as well 
as what you have heard about certain occult practices, if 
we are going to get an accurate picture of the feelings 
of Missoulians.
Feel free to omit any questions that you believe are too 
personal. As we stated in our first letter, partial 
information is better than no information at all. Of 
course, all responses are strictly confidential. The 
number in the upper right-hand corner of the questionnaire 
will allow us to identify your form without ever using 
your name, and once the information has been analyzed, 
even the questionnaires and list of names in our sample 
will be destroyed.
As before, if you wish to ask any questions about our 
study, please don't hesidate to call us at the Department 
of Sociology, University of Montana {243-5912). Or, if 
you prefer, one of us will be happy to visit you in your 
home to answer any questions you might have.
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EXAMPLE OF THE FACE SHEET ACCOMPANYING ALL 
HIGH SCHOOL AND COLLEGE QUESTIONNAIRES
Last year a young girl and a middle-aged woman 
were murdered in Missoula County. According to some people, 
witchcraft may have been involved.
In the first part of this questionnaire we would 
like to find out what you have heard about these crimes 
and how you reacted to them. In the second part of the 
questionnaire we would like to know what else you have 
heard about witchcraft and how you feel about supernatural 
phenomena in general.
We want to keep your answers confidential, so 
please do not sign your name. Although we would appreciate 
your cooperation, you do not have to answer any questions 
if you do not want to. Please feel free to make any 
additional comments you feel are necessary.
PART I
In February, 1974, a five-year-old girl named 
Siobhan (pronounced Shi-vahn) McGinnes was kidnapped 
in Missoula. A few days later she was found murdered 
near Clinton. About two months later a woman named 
Donna Pounds was murdered in East Missoula. She had 
been shot to death in her basement. The Missoulian 
described her murder as a "ritualistic killing."
Do you remember hearing about either of these 
murders? (Check one)
_____  Both Mrs. Pounds and Siobhan McGinnes
_____  Mrs. Pounds only
_____  Siobhan McGinnes only
_____ Neither Mrs. Pounds nor Siobhan McGinnes (If 
you do not remember either murder, please go 
to Question #5, on page 2)
How would you describe your feelings when you first 
heard about the murders? (Check as many responses 
as you wish)
_____  Nervous
_____  Frightened
_____  Angry
_____  Worried about the safety of a friend or relative
_ ____ Puzzled— how could anyone do something like that?
_____ Saddened
  Not very upset one way or another
' Other (Please explain)
Now check one word or phrase that best describes 
your principal reaction to the murders. (Check only 
one response)
  Nervous
  Frightened
Angry
  Worried about the safety of a friend or relative
_____  Puzzled— how could anyone do something like that?
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 _ Saddened
- Not very upset one way or another 
_____ Other (Please explain)
4. Some people were so upset they bought new locks for 
their doors or stopped going out along at night. Did 
you take any special precautions because of the murders?
_____  No
  Yes (Please explain)
5. There was a rumor that Mrs. Pounds was killed by some 
people who were practicing witchcraft. Have you heard 
that rumor?
   No (If you have not heard that rumor, please
turn to Question #19 on page 4)
_____ Yes (Please explain what you heard)
6 . When was the first time you heard that either murder 
may have involved witchcraft?
_____  Before Siobhan McGinnes was killed (i.e., before
February, 1974)
  After Siobhan McGinnes was killed, but before
Mrs. Pounds was killed (i.e ., February or 
March, 1974)
_____  After Mrs. Pounds was killed (anytime after
April 11, 1974)
7. /When you first heard that the murders may have
involved witchcraft, did you think the story had any 
truth to it?
   Yes
_____  No
_____  Not sure what to believe
8 . IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION #7, why did you think 
the story was true? (Check as many reasons as you 
wish)
 ____  I got my information from a close friend.
* _____  I got my information from a teacher.
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  I got my information from a member of the family.
   Everyone was talking about it, so I thought
there must have been some truth to the stories.
_____  I read about it in the newspaper.
_____  I know someone who claims to be a witch.
_____ Other (Please explain)
9. About how many of your friends believed that witch­
craft may have been involved in the murders?
No one I can remember
 ____  Hardly anyone
  A few people but not many
  A lot of people but not everyone
. Practically everyone I know
10. Where did you hear that the murders may have involved 
witchcraft? (Check as amny sources as you can 
remember)
_____  Radio
   Television
 . Newspaper
*___ _____  Teacher
  Close friend
______ Acquaintance, but not a close friend
. Stranger
_____  Family member
_____  Other (Please explain)
11. Approximately how many people in your circle of 
friends were talking about the murder?
   No one that I can remember
_____  Hardly anyone
  A few people but not many
  A lot of people but not everyone
  Practically everyone I know
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12. Approximately how many people have told you that the 
murders may have involved witchcraft?
  One or two
_____  Three or four
_____  Five to ten
  Ten to twenty
  More than twenty
13. How did most of these people feel about the murders? 
(Check as many responses as you wish)
_____  Nervous
 ___ . Frightened
Angry
 . Worried about the safety of friends or relatives
 ____  Puzzled— how could anyone do something like that?
   Saddened
  Not very upset one way or another
. Other (Please explain)
14. Have you told any of your friends that witchcraft may 
have been involved in the murders?
  Yes
   No
_____ _ I d on't remember
15. IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION #14, about how many 
people did you tell?
 ____  One or two
_____  Three or four
  Five to ten
' Ten to twenty 
_ More than twenty
*16. Have you talked to your parents about either of the 
murders?
Yes
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;___ _ NO
_____  I d on't remember
17.*Have you talked to your parents about the possibility 
that witchcraft may have been involved in the murders?
_____  Yes
_____  No
- I don't remember
18. Approximately how many people outside your school 
(outside of Missoula,on college and adult question­
naires) have you talked to about the possibility that 
witchcraft may have been related to the murders?
   No one I can remember
_____  One or two
_____  Three or four
 _____  Five to ten
  Ten to twenty
_____ More than twenty
19. Do you believe the police told the public everything 
they knew about the murders? '
_____  Yes
_____  No
' Not sure what to believe
' I don't remember what they had to say
PART II
20. Did you see The Exorcist or read the book?
  Yes
No
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21. Do you believe The Exorcist is a true story?
_____  Yes
_____  NO
_____  Not sure what to believe
 I don’t know what the story is about
22. Have you ever read any books about witchcraft, black 
magic, or Satanism?
_____  Yes
_____  No
  I don * t remember
23. Do you believe in astrology?
  Definitely yes
  Somewhat
  Not sure what to believe
_____  No
24. Do you believe in extrasensory perception (ESP)?
;_____  Definitely yes
  Somewhat
_____  No
, Not sure what to believe
25. Do you believe in fortune-telling?
_____ Definitely yes
  Somewhat
_____  No
  Not sure what to believe
26.*Do you believe in flying saucers;?
  Definitely yes
  Somewhat
_____  No
Not sure what to believe
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27. Do you believe it is possible to cast magic spells?
  Definitely yes
  Somewhat
. No
_____  Not sure what to believe
28. How often do you read your horoscope?
 ___._ Every day
■ • A few times a week
  About once a week
Once or twice a month
  Hardly ever
  Never
29. Have you ever used a ouija board?
  Many times
______  Once or twice
_____ Never
  ̂I d on't know what it is
30. Have you ever used Tarot cards?
  Many times
  Once or twice
; ■ . Never
_____ I don' t know what they are
31. Do you know anyone who uses Tarot cards or a ouija 
board?
  Yes
   No
  Not sure
  I don't know what they are
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32. Have you ever attended a seance?
_____  Yes
_____  No
I don't know what it is
33. Do you believe there are people in Missoula who 
practice witchcraft?
Yes
No
Not sure what to believe
34. What have you heard about people practicing witchcraft 
in Missoula? Please supply as many details as you can. 
(If you have not heard anything about witchcraft in 
Missoula, please turn to Question #46 on page 8 .)
35. When was the first time you heard anything about 
witchcraft in Missoula?
   More than three years ago
■ One or two years ago
• Within the last year
I don't remember
36. Have you heard anything during the last month about 
witchcraft or Satanism in Missoula?
_____  Yes (Please explain)
. No
I don't remember
37. When you first heard that people were practicing 
witchcraft in Missoula, did you believe the story 
had any truth to it?
Yes
No
Not sure what to believe
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38. IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION #37, why did you 
think the story was true? (Check as many reasons 
as you wish)
_____  I got my information from a close friend.
* _____  I got my information from a teacher or counselor
 ____  I got my information from a member of my family.
   Everyone was talking about it, so I thought
there must have been some truth to the stories.
- I read about it in the newspaper.
■ I know someone who claims to be a witch.
  Other (Please explain)
39. Where did you hear about witchcraft in Missoula?
(Check as many sources as you can remember.)
 _____  Radio
_____ Television
 __ _ Newspaper
* ’ Teacher or counselor
• Close friend
_____  Acquaintance, but not a close friend
• Stranger
_____  Family member
 ____  Other (Please explain)
40. Approximately how many people have told you something 
about witchcraft in Missoula?
. One or two
_____  Three or four
. Five to ten
_____  Ten to twenty
_____  More than twenty
41. Have you told any of your friends what you have heard 
about witchcraft in Missoula?
Yes
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 ■ No
_____  I don't remember
42. IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION #41, about how many 
people did you tell?
 ____  One or two
_____  Three or four
 ____  Five to ten
_____  Ten to twenty
, More than twenty
43. Do you know anyone who claims to practice witchcraft?
. Yes
 ____ No
_____  Not Sure
44.*IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION #43, does that person 
claim to be a white or black witch?
  White witch
_____  Black witch
_____  I don't know
45.*OPTIONAL: Have you ever been involved in witchcraft 
yourself?
_____  Yes
No
46. Have you heard anything about witchcraft from someone 
living outside of the Missoula area?
   No
_____  Yes (Please explain what you heard)
47. IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION #46, where does this 
person live?
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48. What is your religion? Please be specific (for example, 
Methodist, Southern Baptist, Episcopalian, Assembly
of God). If you belong to a nondenominational church, 
what is its name?
49. How often do you attend church?
  More than once a week
 ____  About once a week
  Two or three times a month
  Several times a year
_____  Seldom
_____  Never
•50.*Do you believe in God?
- Yes 
_____  No
_____  Not sure what to believe
51. IF YOU ANSWERED YES TO QUESTION #50, how strong is 
your belief in God?
  Very strong
  Moderate
  Weak
52. Do you believe Satan actually exists? (NOTE: This
, item inadvertently omitted from Sentinel questionnaire.)
Definitely y e s ;
* * *** _____  Probably yes
* . Not sure what to believe
* ie ie** _____  Probably not
_____  Definitely not
53. How religious are you?
  Very religious
  Somewhat religious
_____  Not religious at all
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54.*** Which of the following statements comes closest 
to expressing what you believe about God? (Please 
check only one answer.)
_____  I know God really exists and I have no doubts
about it.
_____  While I have doubts, I feel that I do believe
in God.
  I find myself believing in God some of the time,
but not at other times.
■ I don't believe in a personal God, but I do 
believe in a higher power of some kind.
_____  I don't know whether there is a God and I
don't believe there is a way to find out.
  I don't believe in God.
_____  Other (Please explain)
55.*** Which of the following statements comes closest 
to expressing what you believe about Jesus?
(Please check only one answer.)
_____ Jesus is the Divine Son of God and I have no 
doubts about it.
   While I have some doubts, I feel basically
that Jesus is Divine.
_____  I feel that Jesus was a great man and very holy,
but I don't feel Him to be the Son of God any 
more than all of us are children of God.
  I think Jesus was only a man, although an
extraordinary one.
  Frankly, I'm not entirely sure there really
was such a person as Jesus.
  Other (Please explain)
56.*£$ The Bible tells of many miracles, some credited 
to Christ and some to other prophets and apostles. 
Generally speaking, which of the following statements 
comes closest to what you believe about Biblical 
miracles? (Check only one answer.)
  I am not sure whether these miracles really
happened or not.
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  I believe miracles are stories and never really
happened.
• I believe the miracles happened, but can be 
explained by natural causes.
_____  I believe the miracles actually happened just
as the Bible says they did.
57.*££ In the Book of Acts the Bible says that the 
Apostles were filled with the Holy Spirit and began 
to speak in new languages. In your opinion, how 
important is the gift of tongues for a genuine 
religious experience?
■ Absolutely essential
Important, but not essential
 _____  Not very important
Not .important .at. all
  I don't believe in religious experiences of
any kind.
_____ Not sure what the "gift of tongues" means
58.*** In Exodus 22:18 the Bible says, "Thou shalt not 
suffer a witch to live." How do you feel about this 
statement?
  Agree
  Disagree
 ____  Not sure how I feel
  Other (Please explain)
59.*JJ Several popular occult practices are listed below. 
Please indicate how you personally feel about each 
one by placing a check mark in the appropriate 
column.
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Definitely 
evil and 
langerous
Possibly 
dangerous 
but not 
necessarily 
evil
Foolish
but
harmless
Useful
and
beneficial
' .....
No
opinion
Astrology
Using
Tarot
Cards
Witch­
craft
Using a
Ouija
Board
Consulting 
a Fortune- 
Teller
60. Did you live in Missoula in the spring of 1974?
_____  Yes
No
61. IF YOU ANSWERED NO TO QUESTION #60, where did you 
live?
62.** What is your marital status?
  Single
_____  Married
_____ . Divorced
63.*$£ How old were you on your last birthday?
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64. What is your sex?
_____  Male
_____  Female
65.*JJ Are you the head of the household?
  Yes
  No (Please indicate your relationship to the
head of this household, e.g., wife, son, etc.)
66. What kind of work does the head or your household 
(your father/stepfather on high school and college 
questionnaires) do? Try to give the exact name or 
title of his (or her) job. For example, "furniture 
salesman" or "high school teacher."
67.* If your mother works, what kind of job does she 
have? Try to give the exact name or title of her 
job.
68.**£ OPTIONAL: Please circle the number of years Of
formal education you have completed.
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 & over
grade school high school college
69.* What is your class in school?
_____  Freshman
  Sophomore
_____  Junior
_____  Senior
70.* What was your grade average at the end of the first 
quarter of this school year?
A (3.5-4.0)
_____  B+ (3.0-3.4)
  B- (2.5-2.9)
   C+ (2.0-2.4)
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  C- (1.5-1.9)
 ____  D+ (1. 0-1. 4)
   D- (0.5-0.9)
_____  F (0.0-0.4)
71.*** Have you completed any technical or vocational 
training?
_____  No
_____  Yes (Please explain)
72. Would you please explain what the word "witchcraft" 
means to you?
73. What kind of people do you think practice witchcraft?
74.**£ Why do you think the United States is experiencing 
a revival of interest in the occult?
HIGH SCHOOL AND COLLEGE:
Thank you for your cooperation. We would like to point 
out that the sheriff has investigated the rumor that 
Mrs. Pounds and Siobhan McGinnes were killed by people 
practicing witchcraft. His investigation indicated that 
the rumor has no basis in fact.
ADULT:
Thank you for your cooperation. Please feel free to make 
any additional comments you think are necessary. If you 
have any questions about this study, you may contact us 
at the Sociology Department, University of Montana. Our 
number is 243-5912.
APPENDIX B
SUPPORTING TABLES 
EMERGENCE
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TABLE 30
THEMES INCLUDED I N .MURDER RUMOR REPORTS
(N = 274)
Adjusted
Frequency:
(Percent)
Some mention made of Pattee Canyon as the 
primary locale for local witchcraft
ceremonies/gatherings 7 (19)
Some mention made of Mrs. X's body parts 
being found places other than in her
home 1 (3)
Mention made of "altars" existing deep in
the woods of Pattee Canyon— or elsewhere 5 (14)
Greenough Park mentioned as the primary 
locale for local witchcraft ceremonies/ 
gatherings 1 (2)
Animal sacrifices offered in various 
locales in the area— usually Pattee
Canyon 2 (5)
Mention that the local 1974 murders were 
part of an initiation rite into the
Satanic high priesthood or a cult 13 (36)
Mention that there were supposed to be
at ieast three victims 16 (45)
Mention that Rev. Moon and his followers
were involved in the local murders 2 (5)
A general report of Satanism being 
involved in the murders without any
specifics 16 (43)
A general report that white or black 
magic of magicians were involved in the
murders, no specifics 1 (2)
Mention that university students were 
involved in the murders and/or in a 
local cult 4 (1)
TABLE 30— Continued
A general account of occult practices 
being involved in the murders
A general report of a group of people 
in Missoula who were involved in 
witchcraft and the murders
Report of symbols or "devil signs" 
carved into Mrs. X's body
Mention that high school students 
(or student) were involved in the 
murders and/or in a local cult
Other assorted tales of witchcraft's 
involvement in the local murders— not 
classifiable in above categories
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Adjusted
Frequency
(Percent)
45 (124)
27 (74)
2 (6)
8 (23)
33 (90)
X # of themes = 1.8
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TABLE 31
PERCENT HEARING THE MURDER RUMORS 
BY WHETHER OR NOT RESPONDENT LIVED 
IN MISSOULA IN THE SPRING OF 1974
Lived in Missoula
Heard the Rumor Yes No
Yes 67 34
(282) (41)
NO 33 66
(140) (79)
TOTAL 100 100
(422) (120)
No response - 55 
Yule's Q = +.59
APPENDIX C 
SUPPORTING TABLES
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TABLE 32
CORRELATIONS1 BETWEEN DEPENDENT VARIABLES 
AND SOCIAL-BIOGRAPHICAL INDEPENDENT VARIABLES
Independent Variables
Dependent
Variables
Sex Age2 Occupation 2Education GPA3
Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N
Belief in 
Murder Rumors -.15 316 + .22 54 -.01 326 + .18 56 -.06 261
Transmitted' 4 
Murder Rumors -.08 269 + .41 45 +.02 278 -.01 47 + .02 224
1Since most of the variables here approximate an ordinal level of measurement, 
the measures of association reported are gammas.
2Adult sample only.
3High school and college samples only.
4 3Respondents answering "I don't remember" have been excluded from the 
analysis. M
<ys
to
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TABLE 33
PERCENT BELIEVING MURDER RUMORS
BY RESPONDENTS* RELIGION
Religion
Murder Rumor Belief Prot. Cath. Morm. Fund. Other
Yes 23 33 35 42 29
(34) (29) (6) (10) (4)
Not Sure 68 61 41 46 57
(102) (53) (7) (11) (8)
No 9 . 6 24 12 14
(13) (5) (4) (3) (2)
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100
(149) (87) (17) (24) (14)
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TABLE 34
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS
BY RESPONDENTS' RELIGION
Religion
Transmitted Rumors Prot. Cath. Morm. Fund. Other
Yes 50 58 73 50 : 54
(68) (43) (11) (12) (6)
No 50 42 27 50 46
(69) (31) (4) (12) (5)
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100
(137) (74) (15) (24) (11)
TABLE 35
MEASURES OF ASSOCIATION (GAMMAS) BETWEEN DEPENDENT VARIABLES
AND CHRISTIAN FUNDAMENTALISM
Independent Variables
Dependent
Variable
Concept 
of God+
Concept 
of Jesus+
Concept 
of Satan+
Concept 
of Miracles+
Speaking 
in Tongues+
To Suffer 
a Witch+
Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N
Belief in 
Murder Rumors .00* 67 + .05 66 + .22 63 + .33 65 +.68 65 + .40 48.
Transmission 
of Rumors -.02* 66 + .03 65 + .16 64 + .12 64 +.47 65 +.54 49
+Adult (non-college) samply only.
*Gammas followed by an asterisk are not in the predicted direction.
TABLE 36
MEASURES OF ASSOCIATION (GAMMAS) BETWEEN DEPENDENT VARIABLES 
AND MEASURES OF OCCULT BELIEF AND FAMILIARITY
Independent Variables
Dependent
Variables
Believe
Exorcist
Believe in 
Astrology
Believe 
in ESP
Believe in 
Fortune- 
Telling
Believe 
in UFO's
Believe in 
Magic Spells
Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N
Belief in 
Murder Rumors +.23 315 + .21 323 +.30 325 +.22 324 +.16 267 +.35 325
Transmission 
of Rumors +.20 270 + .22 276 +.13 278 +.13 277 -.01 229 +.27 278
(-■
OS
as
TABLE 36— Continued
Independent Variables
Dependent
Variables
Read or See 
Exorcist
Read
Occult
Any
Books
Ever Used 
Ouija Board
Know Anyone 
Ever Used Who Uses 
Tarot Cards Tarot/Ouija
Ever Been 
to a Seance
Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N
Belief in 
Murder Rumors + .15 325 + .02 325 + .23 324 + .08 32 5 + .27 320 +.26 32 3
Transmission
of Rumors + .46 278 + .28 278 + .27 277 + . 01 278 + .34 272 +.34 276
TABLE 37
MEASURES OF ASSOCIATION (GAMMAS) BETWEEN RUMOR 
BELIEF AND MEASURES OF RUMOR IMMERSION 
AND RUMOR TRANSMISSION
Independent Variables
Number Who Told 
Respondent 
Murder Rumors
Number Friends 
Who Believed 
Murder Rumors
Number of 
Sources of 
Murder Rumors
Transmission 
of Rumors
Extent of 
Transmission 
of Rumors
Dependent
Variable
-
Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N„
Belief in 
Murder Rumors -.30 306 -.55 314 -.39 264 +.62 272 -.31 165
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TABLE 38
PERCENT TRANSMITTING RUMORS BY WHETHER
OR NOT RESPONDENT KNEW A WITCH
Transmitted Rumors
Knew A Witch
Yes No
Yes 75 58
(57) (94)
No 25 42
(19) (67)
TOTAL 100 100
(76) (161)
Yule's Q = +.36
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TABLE 39
PERCENT TRANSMITTING RUMORS BY WHETHER 
OR NOT RESPONDENT INDICATED "FIRST HAND" 
KNOWLEDGE OF THE MURDERS OR OF LOCAL WITCHCRAFT
Transmitted Rumors
Knowledge
Yes No
Yes 77 57
(33) (131)
NO 23 43.
(10) (99)
TOTAL 100 100
(43) (230)
Yule's Q = +.43
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TABLE 40
PERCENT TRANSMITTING RUMORS BY NUMBER OF 
PEOPLE WHO TOLD RESPONDENT THAT WITCHCRAFT 
WAS INVOLVED IN MURDERS
Transmitted Rumors
Number of Informants
One/
Two
Three/
Five
Five to 
Ten
Ten to 
Twenty
Twenty
Plus
Yes 37 60 77 87 93
(29) (41) (53) (27) (13)
No 63 40 23 13 7
(49) (27) (16) (4) (1)
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100
(78) (68) (69) (31) (14)
Gamma = -.59
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TABLE 41.
PERCENT TRANSMITTING RUMORS BY NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS' FRIENDS WHO BELIEVED THE RUMORS
Number of Friends
Transmitted 
.. Rumors No One
Hardly 
Anyone'
Not
Many
A Lot of 
People
Everyone 
I Knew
Yes 19 28 57 84 94
(6) (8) (53) (82) (15)
No 81 72 4 3 16 6
(25) (21) (40) (15) (1)
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100
(31) (29) (9 3) (97) (16)
Gamma = -.72
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TABLE 42
PERCENT TRANSMITTING RUMORS BY NUMBER 
OF DIFFERENT KINDS OF SOURCES OF THE STORIES
Transmitted Rumors
Number of Sources
One or Two Three Plus
Yes 52 82
(70) (74)
No 48 18
(66) (16)
TOTAL 100 100
(136) (90)
Gamma = -.63
APPENDIX D
EXTENT OF PARTICIPATION 
IN THE RUMOR NETWORK
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TABLE 4 3
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS ACCORDING 
TO THE EXTENT OF TRANSMISSION BY WHETHER 
RESPONDENT KNEW SOMEBODY WHO 
CLAIMED TO BE A WITCH
Extent of Murder 
Rumor Transmission
Knew a Witch
Yes No
One or Two 2 4  36  
( 1 3 )  ( 3 4 )
Three or Four 4 0  40  
( 2 2 )  ( 3 8 )
Five to Ten 2 2  18  
( 2 )  ( 1 7 )
Ten to Twenty 1 1  6 
( 6 )  ( 5 )
Twenty Plus 3 0 
( 2 )  CO)
TOTAL 1 0 0  1 0 0  
( 5 5 )  ( 9 4 )
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TABLE 44
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS ACCORDING 
TO THE EXTENT OF TRANSMISSION BY WHETHER 
OR NOT RESPONDENT HAD "FIRST HAND" KNOWLEDGE 
OF THE MURDERS OR OF LOCAL WITCHCRACT
Extent of Murder 
Rumor Transmission
First
Yes
Hand Knowledge 
No
One or Two 22 35
(7) (47)
Three or Four 37 41
(12) (54)
Five to Ten 19 3.9
(6) (25)
Ten to Twenty 16 5
(5) (7)
Twenty Plus 6 0
(2) CO.).
TOTAL 100 100
(32) (133)
Gamma = -.29
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TABLE 45
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS ACCORDING 
TO THE EXTENT OF TRANSMISSION 
BY RESPONDENTS' RELIGION
Extent of 
Transmission
Religion
Prot. Cath. Morm. Fund. Other
One or Two 36 38 42 33 16
- (25) (17) (5) (4) (1)
Three or Four 38 40 33 33 50
(26) (18) (4) (4) (3)
Five to Ten 19 11 25 25. 17
(13) (5) (3) (3) (1)
Ten to Twenty 7 9 0 9 17
(5) (4) (0) (1) (1)
Twenty Plus 0 2 0 0 0
(0) (1) (0) (0) (0)
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100
(69) (45) (12) (12) (6)
~ \
TABLE 46
MEASURES OF ASSOCIATION (GAMMAS) BETWEEN 
EXTENT OF RUMOR TRANSMISSION AND 
MEASURES OF CHRISTIAN 'FUNDAMENTALISM
Independent Variables
Concept 
of God+
Concept 
of Jesus+
Concept Concept Speaking 
of Satan+ of Miraclest in Tonguest
To Suffer 
a Witch+
Dependent
Variable Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N
Extent of 
Transmission -.15 21 -.33 21 -.49 20 +.03 21 -.13 21 -.20 17
03
TABLE 47
MEASURES OF ASSOCIATION (GAMMAS) BETWEEN 
EXTENT OF RUMOR TRANSMISSION AND MEASURES OF 
OCCULT BELIEF AND FAMILIARITY
Independent Variables
Dependent
Variable
Believe in 
Exorcist
Believe in 
Astrology
Believe 
in ESP
Believe in 
Fortune- 
Telling
Believe 
in UFO's
Believe in 
Magic Spells
Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N
Extent of 
Transmission -.18 165 +.08 165 -.01 167 +.02 167 o•+ 145 -.12 167
Independent Variables
Read or See 
Exorcist
Know Anyone
Read Any Ever Used Ever Used Who Uses 
Occult Books Ouija Board Tarot Cards Tarot/Ouija
Ever Been 
to a Seance
Dependent
Variable Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N Gamma N
Extent of 
Transmission +.04 167 +.04 167 -.05 166 -.10 167 -.04 164 -.31 166'
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TABLE 48
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS ACCORDING 
TO THE EXTENT OF TRANSMISSION BY NUMBER WHO 
TOLD RESPONDENT THAT WITCHCRAFT WAS INVOLVED 
IN THE MURDERS, CONTROLLED ON BELIEF
Believed the Rumors Did Not Believe the Rumors
Extent of 
Transmission
Number o f .Informants Number of Informants
One
or
Two
Three
or
Four
Five
to
Ten
Ten
to
Twenty
More-
Twenty
One
or
Two
Three
or
Four
Five
to
Ten
Ten
to
Twenty
More-
Twenty
One or Two 73 25 13 0 0 67 58 17 20 0
(11) (3) (3) (0) (0) (10) (18) (5) (3) (0)
Three or 1 58 52 36 12 27 39 55 47 20
Four (1) (7) (12) (4) (1) (4) (12) (16) (7) (1)
Five to Ten 13 17 30 36 25 6 0 28 20 60
(2) (2) (7) (4) (2) (1) (0) (8) (3) (3)
Ten to 7 0 5 28 50 0 0 0 13 20
Twenty (1) (0) (D (3) (4) (0) (0) (0) (2) (1)
TABLE 48— Continued
Believed the Rumors Did Not Believe the Rumors
Number of Informants Number of Informants
One Three Five Ten One Three Five Ten
Extent of or or to to More- or or to to More-
Transmission Two Four Ten Twenty Twenty Two Four Ten Twenty Twenty
More than 0 0 0 0 13 0 3 0 0 0
Twenty (0) (0) (0) (0) (1) (0) (1) (0) (0) (0)
TOTAL 100 • 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
(15) (12) (23) (11) (8) (15) (31) (29) (15) (5)
Conditional Gamma = +.68 
Zero-Order Gamma = +.64
Conditional Gamma'= +.60 
Partial Gamma = +.63
TABLE 49
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS ACCORDING
TO THE EXTENT OF TRANSMISSION BY NUMBER OF FRIENDS
WHO BELIEVED THE RUMORS, CONTROLLED ON RESPONDENTS' BELIEF
Extent of 
Transmission
Believed the Rumors Did Not Believe the Rumors
Number Friends Believing Number Friends Believing
No
One
Hardly
Anyone A Few A Lot Everyone
No
One
Hardly
Anyone A Few A Lot Everyone
One or Two 50 33 25 24 12 67 50 33 34 60
(1) (1) (4) (10) (1) (2) (4) (12) (14) (3)
Three or 50 67 31 39 25 33 38 50 42 0
Four (1) (2) (5) (16) (2) (1) (3) (18) (17) (0)
Five to Ten .0 0 38 22 25 0 12 14 17 40
(0) (0) (6) (9) (2) (0) (1) (5) (7) (2)
Ten to 0 0 6 12 38 0 0 0 7 0
Twenty (0) (0) (1) (5) (3) (0) (0) (0) (3) (0)
TABLE 49— Continued
Extent of 
Transmission
Believed the Rumors Did Not Believe the Rumors
Number Friends Believing Number Friends Believing
No ' 
One
Hardly
Anyone A Few A Lot Everyone
No
One
Hardly
Anyone A Few A Lot . Everyone
More than 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 3 0 0
Twenty. (0) (0) i0) (1) (0) (0) (0) (1) (0) (0)
TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
(2) (3) (16) (41) (8) (3) (8) (36) (41) (5)
Conditional Gammas = + .26 
Zero-Order Gamma = +.23
Conditional Gammas = +.14 
Partial Gamma = +.18
TABLE 50
PERCENT TRANSMITTING THE RUMORS ACCORDING
TO THE EXTENT OF TRANSMISSION BY DIFFERENT SOURCES
OF THE RUMOR, CONTROLLED ON BELIEF
Extent of Transmission
Believed the Rumors Did Not Believe the Rumors
Number of Sources Number of Sources
One or Two Three or More One or Two Three or More
One or Two 33 14 50 24
(8) (5) (23) (8)
Three or Four 25 46 37 50
(6) (16) (17) (17)
Five to Ten 29 23 9 24
(7) (8) (4) (8)
Ten to Twenty 13 14 2 2
(3) (5). (1) (1)
H 100
TABLE 50— Continued
Extent of Transmission
Believed the Rumors Did Not Believe the Rumors
Number of Sources Number of Sources
O n e ,or Two Three or More One or Two Three or More
More than Twenty 0 3 2 0
(0) (1) (1) (0)
TOTAL i 100 100 100 100
(24) (35) (46) (34)
Conditional Gammas = +.16 
Zero-Order Gamma = +.35
Conditional Gammas = +.43 
Partial Gamma = +.33
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